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ABSTRACT 
An abstract of the thesis of Ronald E. Baglien for the Master of 
Science in Public Health Education: Health and Fitness Promotion 
presented July 9, 1996. 
Title: The Role and Perception of Risk in High-Risk Sports 
Participants: A Grounded Theory Study of Rock Climbers. 
Previous research examining high-risk sports participation has 
yielded discrepancies between the role assigned to risk and the 
perceptions of climbers regarding risk. Risk, as it applies to high-
risk sport participation, has not been sufficiently defined in the 
literature. The current study sought to develop, by means of a 
grounded theory approach, a new, dynamic operational definition of 
risk as it applies to rock climbers, and to examine the role of risk 
management as a modifying factor in the perception of risk and its 
impact on motivation and participation. Nineteen subjects (twelve 
male and seven female) averaging 14.7 years of climbing experience 
were interviewed. 
A model for the processing of risk in high-risk sports parti-
cipants is presented in which risk is perceived by the participant as 
operating on three levels: actual risk, assessed risk, and mental or 
perceived risk. The exposure to actual and assessed risk does not 
appear to be a goal of the climbers interviewed, but does provide 
meaning to decisions made by the participant, as well as defining 
limits and boundaries. Mental or perceived risk serves to provide a 
mental challenge to be overcome by the climber, and may provide a 
thrill or "adrenaline rush" that is sought out by some participants. 
The elimination of risk would change most participants' perceptions 
of climbing. Motivation would be negatively affected in most cases. 
2 
The model presented describes a process of risk awareness, 
assessment, acceptance, mitigation, results, and consequences that is 
situation specific. The perception and assessment of risk varies from 
individual to individual, as well as across time. Individual climb-
ers have a well defined risk threshold: a point at which the risk to 
which they are exposing themselves becomes too great and the decision 
will be made to reject risk. This threshold is stable and does not 
shift as the result of experience. 
It is suggested that future research which seeks to examine the 
role of risk in high-risk sports participation focus on the process 
by which risk is identified, evaluated, and accepted, as this will be 
of the most benefit to the participants. 
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The Role and Perception of Risk in High-Risk Sports Participants: 
A Grounded Theory Study of Rock Climbers. 
Introduction 
A tremendous increase in the popularity of high-risk sports as 
a form of leisure recreation has occured in the past few decades. In 
1980, Darst and Armstrong noted a dramatic increase in the popularity 
of "outdoor adventure activities" in the previous twenty years. 
Ewert (1989) cited several trends as evidence of this increased 
popularity, such as: increases in land and resource use regulations; 
sales and expenditures on equipment; universities and colleges offer-
ing courses and programs in outdoor adventure pursuits; organizations 
and programs geared to outdoor adventure; and an increase in outdoor 
adventure activities presented in literature, media, and advertising. 
This rise in popularity has been accompanied by an increase in re-
search seeking to provide satisfactory theories that will explain 
motivation and participation in what has been referred to in various 
literature sources as "outdoor adventure recreation", "risk recrea-
tion", "voluntary risk taking", and "high-risk sports". 
Most of the research that has sought to explain high-risk 
sports participation can be placed into one of two frameworks: 
(1) personality predispostion, and (2) goal-directed behavior or 
intrinsic motivation (Ewert, 1994; Lyng, 1990). Under the framework 
of personality predisposition, two polar personality types are 
assumed: those who value and seek out risk, and those who avoid it. 
Early research in this area by Freud, Jung, Fenichel and others 
introduced a variety of terms to classify both personality poles 
(Lyng, 1990). More recent research has focused on the "sensation 
seekers" (Zuckerman, 1979) or "Big T" personality (Farley, 1986) at 
the pole that values risk. 
The second framework of goal-directed behavior and intrinsic 
motivation is based on the assumption that participants in high-risk 
sports are motivated by the desire to achieve certain goals or out-
comes. Desired goals and outcomes may not necessarily be concrete 
and objective (i.e., to reach the summit), but rather phenomeno-
logical in nature. Two such desired goals under this framework may 
be the experience of deep play and flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975) and 
clear and unambiguous feedback (Reser & Scherl, 1988). 
Central to both frameworks is the prominent role of risk. 
Zuckerman (1979) has found that the strongest correlations between 
his Sensation Seeking Scale and other personality traits are in 
measures of risk-taking behavior. Csikszentmihalyi (1975) asserts 
that "in rock climbing, as in most forms of deep play, a heightened 
concentration and enforcement of attention is achieved through the 
addition of risk" (p. 82). 
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It is here that most of the theories which have been put forth 
to explain high-risk sports participation run into a bit of a para-
dox. Risk is assigned a prominent role in all of the developing 
theories around risk recreation, yet evidence suggests that parti-
cipants in such sports do not consider their sport to be particularly 
risky (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975) and are not significantly motivated by 
risk (Ewert, 1985; 1994). This discrepancy needs to be addressed in 
3 
any theory that seeks to more completely explain high-risk sports 
participation. Possible factors contributing to this discrepency 
could be biological factors influencing the way risk is perceived and 
evaluated (Zuckerman, 1979), risk acculturation (Celsi, Rose, & 
Leigh, 1993) or a differentiation between controlled and uncontrolled 
risk (Lyng, 1990; Celsi et.al., 1993). Certainly an appropriate 
starting point would be to investigate how participants in high-risk 
sports define and understand the concept of risk. 
This study sought to formulate an operational definition of 
risk, as viewed from the perspective of high-risk sport participants 
(i.e., rock climbers). Particular attention was placed on the con-
cept of risk as it relates to motivation1 and participation in rock 
climbing. It is hoped that the results of this study can be used as 
a basis for more informed investigation into the motivational factors 
associated with risk recreation and provide the beginnings for a 
viable explanation of the aforementioned discrepancy surrounding the 
role of risk in outdoor adventure pursuits. 
1. It should be noted here that, for the purposes of this study, 
motivation is defined as the factors which contribute to an indivi-
dual's choice to begin participating in a high-risk sport; and then 
to persist in participation over time. 
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Literature Review 
High-risk sports are "becoming increasingly popular forms of 
human endeavor" (Ewert, 1989, p. 1). The health benefits of partici-
pation in such activities are the attainment of peak experiences and 
optimal flow (Celsi, 1992; Csikszenmihalyi, 1975; Maslow, 1964; 
Miles, 1978), social interaction and conununitas (Celsi, 1992; Celsi 
et al., 1993; Miles, 1978), and increased feelings of competence, 
self-efficacy and self-actualization (Celsi, 1992; Iso-Ahola, 
Laverde, & Graefe, 1988; Lyng, 1990; Reser & Scherl, 1988). Partici-
pants in high-risk sports also appear to have lower levels of anxiety 
(Ogilvie, 1974; Robinson, 1985). Lastly, the most recent reconunenda-
tions issued jointly by the U.S. Center for Disease Control and the 
American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM) mark a shift in emphasis 
away from formal bouts of exercise toward "physical activity" (Jaret, 
1994). High-risk sports easily qualify as physical activity. It 
appears that participation in high-risk sports offers benefits in 
many areas of health. 
But what exactly is a high-risk sport? A plethora of terms 
appear in the literature: risk recreation (Ewert & Hollenhorst, 
1989), high risk sports {Iso-Ahola et al., 1988), voluntary risk 
taking (Celsi et al., 1993), deep play (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975), and 
outdoor adventure recreation (Ewert, 1989). The prominent role of 
risk in these pursuits is implicit in the terms themselves in most of 
the cases; and by definition in the other two. Deep play, a term 
first coined by eighteenth-century British philosopher Jeremy 
Bentham, is "play in which the stakes are so high that it is ... 
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irrational for men to engage in it at all" (Geertz, quoted by 
Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p.75). Ewert (1989) provided what is perhaps 
the most comprehensive definition of this genre of leisure activity: 
A variety of self-initiated activities utilizing an inter-
action with the natural environment, that contain elements of 
real or apparent danger, in which the outcome, while uncertain, 
can be influenced by the participant and circumstance (p. 6) . 2 
Under this definition, open-water sailing, kayaking, SCUBA 
diving, skydiving, hang gliding, mountain biking, rock climbing and 
mountaineering could all easily be classified as what will hereafter 
be referred to as high-risk sports. Key to this definition are three 
elements that will be addressed throughout the literature review: 
(1) the activity is self-initiated, (2) danger is an important 
element, and (3) the outcome can be influenced by the participant. 
The role of personality in high risk sport motivation and partici-
pat ion 
Early research on risk taking, while not aimed specifically at 
high-risk sports, categorized it as being consistent with one of two 
polar personality types (Ewert, 1994; Lyng, 1990). Early theories 
sought to define behaviors in terms of instincts, drives or needs. 
Exploration, curiosity and play -- all behavioral elements found in 
2. It should be emphasized that the majority of sports classified as 
"high-risk" do involve an interaction with the natural environment. 
This may be because the natural environment, as characterized by 
Schreyer, White, and McCool (1978), provides uncertainty of outcomes 
and abundant challenges. However, the link between some commonly 
identified high-risk sports and nature is tenuous (sky-diving may 
involve little more than an interaction with the natural law of grav-
ity). There are a variety of other sports, such as acrobatic flying, 
motorcycle racing and auto racing, which may be considered high-risk 
despite little or no real interaction with the natural environment. 
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high-risk behavior and sport participation -- could not be explained 
by such theoretical constructs because participation in such activity 
does not result in a reduction in the drive or need, as would be the 
case in the classic drives such as hunger (Zuckerman, 1979). 
A biological basis for personality. Discoveries in neuro-
physiology regarding the role of the reticular system in brain 
activation and response allowed for the development of "optimal level 
of arousal" theories by Donald Hebb in 1955 and Elizabeth Duffy in 
1957 (as cited in Zuckerman, 1979). In these theories, increasing 
levels of arousal can be pictured as an inverted U on a graph; with 
increasing arousal or stimulation bringing increased reward up to an 
optimal level, beyond which the reward diminishes. Eysenck (1967) 
incorporated optimal levels of arousal or stimulation into his bi-
polar model of introversion and extroversion. By Eysenck's defini-
tion, introverts show increased inhibition in response to high levels 
of stimulation, while extroverts are less aroused at low levels of 
stimulation. Extroverts (i.e., high risk sports participants) need 
high levels of stimulation to achieve optimal arousal, while intro-
verts have sensitive reticulo-cortical activating systems which 
require less stimulation to reach optimal levels of arousal. 
Gray (1971) modified Eysenck's horizontal bipolarity of extro-
version and introversion by proposing three limbic systems reward, 
punishment, and fight-flight -- as the basis for personality, rather 
than the reticulo-cortical arousal system. Under Gray's theory, 
expectancies regarding reward and punishment play a vital role in 
determining behavior. Extroverts with high susceptibility to signals 
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of reward and low susceptibility to signals of punishment fall at the 
extreme end of a diagonal line Gray labels "impulsivity." This 
relationship can be seen in Figure 1. 
Sensation seeking. All of this early work set the stage for 
what seems to have become the most widely recognized of the personal-
ity-based models of high risk sports participation, Zuckerman's 
theory of sensation seeking. Zuckerman (1994) describes sensation 
seeking as a personality trait "defined by the seeking for varied, 
novel, and complex sensations and experiences, and the willingness to 
take physical, social, legal, and financial risks for the sake of 
such experience" (p. 27). Under Zuckerman's model, sensation seeking 
is influenced by the levels of dopamine in the reward areas of the 
limbic system. As a result, the central nervous system (CNS) of 
sensation seekers may predispose them to seek out activities that 
Through his research, Zuckerman has developed and refined his 
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allow phenomenal expressions of their sensation seeking trait. 
"Sensation Seeking Scale" (SSS) to its current versions: V and VI. 
Significant negative correlations have been found between SSS scores 
and platelet monoamine oxidase (an enzyme regulator of dopamine which 
is under near total genetic control) in nine of thirteen correla-
tions reported in studies conducted between 1977 and 1990 (Zuckerman, 
1994). 
The Sensation Seeking Scale has been widely used as a correlate 
in research. Positive correlations have been found between SSS 
scores and a willingness to take risks (Franken, Gibson, & Rowland, 
1992), high risk sports participation (Robinson, 1985; Freixanet, 
1991; Chirivella & Martinez, 1994), Eysenck & Eysenck's Impul-
siveness-Venturesomeness-Empathy Questionnaire (Freixanet, 1991), the 
novelty seeking summary scale of Cloniger's Tridimensional Personal-
ity Questionnaire (Mccourt, Gurrera & Cutter, 1993) and McDermott and 
Apter's Negativist Dominance Scale (Chirivella & Martinez, 1994). 
Negative correlations have been found between SSS scores and the 
perceived danger of activities, expressed fears (Franken, et al., 
1992), the harm avoidance summary scale of Cloniger's Tridimesional 
Personality Questionnaire (Mccourt, et al., 1993), and Murgatroyd, 
Rushton, Apter and Ray's Telic Dominance Scale (Chirivella & 
Martinez, 1994). Zuckerman (1979) has noted that the strongest 
correlates of sensation seeking are found in scales of risk taking. 
All of these findings would seem to reinforce the sensation seeking 
model and its assertion that high sensation seekers are biologically 
programmed to be more willing to take risks, less likely to perceive 
a situation as potentially risky, and less likely to experience 
anxiety in response to high risk situations. 
However, sensation seeking and other personality trait models 
of risk taking behavior have come under fire because they fail to 
"provide a causal explanation of voluntary risk taking" (Lyng, 1990, 
p. 853). In summarizing sensation seeking as a model, Zuckerman 
(1979) admitted that the correlational data in support of his model 
reveal nothing about the causal direction of the relationships, but 
contended that further research into brain-behavior feedback systems 
may make the question of causation unimportant. If common genetic 
factors linking the behavior traits of sensation seeking and bio-
logical traits can be found, then "we can attempt selective breeding 
in rats for the biological traits to see the effect on the analogous 
behavioral traits" (p. 379). 
Intrinsic Motivation in High Risk Sports Participation 
Research which uses an intrinsic or goal-oriented approach to 
explain high-risk sports participation is not as concerned with the 
physiological predispositions subjects may have toward high-risk 
behavior as it is with finding out what goals or benefits subjects 
seek to achieve through such behavior. Researchers in this area 
would contend, as Kaplan and Talbot (1983) do, that" ... experiences 
in the natural environment are highly satisfying and ... the perceived 
9 
benefits are highly valued" (p. 166). The goal of studies on intrin-
sic motivation, then, is to establish exactly what it is that makes 
these experiences so valuable. 
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Peak experiences. One of the earliest theorists to promote the 
idea of intrinsic motivation as a basis for behavior selection was 
Abraham Maslow. Maslow made a distinction between process and pro-
duct orientations in behavior and described "peak experiences" as 
things that were sought after out of a need to experience self-
actualization (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988). A partial list of charac-
teristics shared by peak experiences as defined by Maslow includes 
the following: perception of the universe as a unified and integrated 
whole; tremendous concentration such that the activity at hand is 
fully attended to; perception of external objects and individual 
people as more detached from human concern {transcendence of the 
ego); an experience which is self-validating and self-justifying; 
disorientation of time and space; and loss of fear, anxiety, and 
inhibition (Maslow, 1964). All these characteristics are experiences 
which coincide with the activity, rather than follow it. In cases of 
peak experience it is the process, and not the end result, that is 
seen as rewarding. 
Optimal flow. The most influential theory under the framework 
of intrinsic motivation is Csikszentmihalyi's concept of "optimal 
flow." Csikszentmihalyi built on Maslow's work and the work of 
Richard deCharms and Edward Deci. DeCharms theorized, and Deci later 
demonstrated, that when external rewards are provided to people for 
behavior that they initially chose to do spontaneously and out of 
enjoyment, their intrinsic motivation to do those behaviors decreases 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1988). While intrigued by the aspect of sponta-
neous play presented in this work, Csikszentmihalyi found limitations 
in the previous research in that it focused on the behavior of the 
subject and tended to "equate enjoyment with pleasure" 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 6). Csikszentmihalyi felt that moti-
11 
vation was much more complex and that the "quality of the subjective 
experience" (1988, p. 7) needed to be considered. 
The concept of flow eventually evolved from a series of in-
depth interviews with participants in various auto-telic (i.e., 
freely chosen or self directed -- the activity is its own goal and 
reward) activities such as chess, rock climbing, music, and dance 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). Based on these interviews, Csikszentmihalyi 
developed the following elements of the flow experience: a merging of 
action and awareness, concentration on a limited stimulus field 
(which may be aided through the presence of competition, gain, or 
danger), transcendence of the ego, feelings of competence and con-
trol, coherent and noncontradictory demands for action, clear and 
unambiguous feedback, and an autotelic nature. Flow-producing 
activities typically allow participation on a variety of levels of 
skill and commitment so that participants may always find levels of 
engagement that are optimally challenging for their abilities. This 
relationship is demonstrated in Figure 2. 
Rock climbing is particularly well suited to be a flow produc-
ing activity for several reasons. First, participants can easily 
choose to climb a route that is at an appropriate level of difficulty 
to maximally challenge their skills. Second, there is a narrow, 
simplified and coherent set of objectives: to climb well and to go 
up! Finally, the element of risk or danger serves both to focus 
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concentration and to provide clear and unambiguous feedback: "For the 
climber the urgency of the situation clearly distinguishes good from 
bad. Safe is good, unsafe is bad" (Mitchell, 1983). 
Clear and unambiguous feedback. It is this last element of 
clear and unambigous feedback that Reser and Scherl (1988) focus on 
as the factor of primary importance in motivating high-risk sports 
participants. They argue that people seek out activities which allow 
deep involvement and provide clear and unambiguous feedback because 
such activities enhance feelings of control and competence. It is 
then the nature of the activity itself, and not an altered or raised 
consciousness, which provides the reward. As such, deep flow exper-
ience is not a necessary function of participation in the activity in 
order for it to be rewarding or motivating. 
Controlled and uncontrolled risk. Several other reseachers 
have worked to build on the concepts found in Csikszentmihalyi's 
model of flow. In Mountain Experience, a study of the perceptions 
and motivations of climbers, Mitchell {1983) added two important 
elements to the flow model. The first is freedom of choice (self-
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initiated in Ewert's definition of adventure recreation). The second, 
and more important element, is the concept of managed uncertainty. 
"Yet [the climber] does not glory in the danger of his sport but 
continually seeks to limit dangerous circumstances to a minimum .... 
The attraction of the mountains lies in seeking and meeting diffi-
culty to the limit of one's ability, not going beyond it" (p. 157). 
Mitchell also addressed the role of society in influencing high risk 
sport participation by postulating that the challenge and feelings of 
competence that are associated with flow activities provide a way for 
individuals to avoid the anomie and alienation that is a part of 
modern society. 
Like Mitchell, Lyng (1990) also focused on the concept of 
managed uncertainty, or controlled versus uncontrolled risk, in his 
study on "edgework". Edgework could be described as pushing to find 
the extreme limits of one's abilities without "going over the edge"; 
which could have disasterous, possibly fatal, results. The level of 
risk is manipulated to provide a situation in which the participant 
can "push the envelope". In Lyng's study, the emphasis is on the 
heightened sense of self and feeling of control that comes from suc-
cessfully operating in the "anxiety producing chaos" (p. 863) that is 
found at the limits of one's abilities. It is here that he feels an 
important distinction exists between edgework and optimal flow, which 
this writer believes he mistakenly characterises as the "enjoyable 
middle regions" (p. 863) of experience. Lyng also cited the role of 
modern society's lack of opportunity for self-actualization, which 
makes edgework an appealing alternative to more normative activities. 
The work of Celsi, Rose, and Leigh (1993) with skydivers 
closely follows that done by Mitchell and Lyng. Emphasis is again 
placed on the ability to manage the amount of risk involved so that 
it closely matches one's abilities and provides the greatest chal-
lenge, while leaving an acceptable safety margin. Modern society's 
role in creating tension through specialization and the lack of 
opportunity for self-actualization is again discussed. An inter-
esting observation is that modern society also provides the discre-
tionary time and income to pursue high-risk sports as a means of 
reducing that tension. 
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The following traits are common to all of the studies that 
approach high-risk sports participation from a framework of intrinsic 
motivation. First, there is the assumption that participation in the 
activity is self-initiated and offers voluntary involvement on a num-
ber of challenge levels. Second, risk and danger is assigned a 
prominent role in focusing attention and providing feedback. Final-
ly, the amount of risk or challenge can be managed by the individual 
participant. 
Combining the frameworks: Apter's Reversal Theory 
Apter (1992), has developed a theory that combines elements of 
both personality predisposition and intrinsic motivation frameworks. 
Reversal theory proposes that psychological conditions exist in 
dichotomous pairs such as exitement/anxiety and relaxation/boredom 
(Lechenecht, 1988). These pairs exhibit "bistability"; a trait that 
might best be understood conceptually as something like a teeter-
totter. One side of the teeter-totter could be characterized as 
goal-oriented and arousal-avoidant. This is the telic state. The 
other side is then characterized as arousal-seeking and experience-
oriented. This is the paratelic state. The theory posits that one 
tends to stay in the psychological condition resting on one side of 
the teeter-totter until something having enough weight to shift the 
teeter-totter the other way (to reverse the psychological pair) 
intrudes on your conscious awareness. 
An analogy to climbing may clarify this point. Picture a 
climber working his way smoothly up a very overhung and difficult 
route. He is in a paratelic state. He feels highly aroused, but 
15 
it is a very pleasurable and excited sensation as he enjoys the 
experience of the climb. Now picture that climber looking down and 
realizing that he failed to properly finish the knot tying the rope 
to his harness, and it will not hold him should he fall. His level 
of arousal is still very high, but the climber now feels a great deal 
of anxiety and very little pleasure. He now is in a telic state with 
a very definite goal of removing himself from this present situation. 
The amount of arousal is the same but the psychological condition has 
reversed itself. 
This is the important distinction between Apter's theory and 
earlier work, such as Hebb's Optimal Arousal, out of which it 
evolved. Arousal is no longer part of a homeostatic system, with in-
dividuals seeking in-between, optimal levels of arousal (Lechenicht, 
1988). Individuals may at times be in a paratelic state where high 
levels of arousal are sought; while at other times they are in a 
16 
telic state and arousal avoidant. But like earlier theories, indivi-
duals are biologically predisposed to be arousal-seeking (paratelic 
or negativist dominant) or arousal-avoidant (telic dominant). Figure 
3 may help demonstrate the relationship between the two states. 
Apter (1992) connects reversal theory to cognitive theories of 
risk-taking in his book The Dangerous Edge. Individuals in an 
arousal seeking state may stay in that state and enjoy it as long as 
nothing intrudes on the protective frame they have built around their 
awareness. This protective frame is situation specific and may be 
based on experience, trust in colleagues and equipment, and confi-
dence in one's ability. Arousal avoidance is characterized by the 
lack of a protective frame. He describes high-risk sports parti-
cipants as having very well developed and robust protective frames 
that allow them to perform at what others view as the brink of disas-
ter. Lyng's (1990) study on edgework is cited in describing a robust 
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protective frame. Notions of competence, self-efficacy, and con-
trolled versus uncontrolled risk present in theories within the 
intrinsic motivation framework are also present in reversal theory. 
Statement of the Problem 
It has been demonstrated through this literature review that 
risk plays a central role in high-risk sports motivation and parti-
cipation. Csikszentmihalyi (1975) found that "danger draws the 
[climber] into physical and mental concentration (p. 99) Mitchell 
(1983) identified stress as an "essential ingredient in the leisure 
experience" of mountain climbers {p. 224). Lyng (1990) stated that 
"the archtypical edgework experience is one in which the individual's 
failure to meet the challenges at hand will result in death or, at 
the very least, debilitating injury" (p. 857). Alan Ewert suggested 
that risk is a necessary prerequisite to motivation: 
Moreover, the concept of risk taking is central to outdoor 
adventure activities as the absence of risk taking may result 
in a decrease in satisfaction as well as a decrease in the 
desire to participate (Ewert, 1989, p. 8). 
Unfortunately, quantitative studies of motivation in climbing 
found that while the importance of risk taking may increase with ex-
perience (Ewert, 1985), participants assign it generally low levels 
of importance at all experience levels {Ewert 1985; 1994). 
Csikszentmihalyi (1975) uncovered a similar paradox in his interviews 
with climbers. He found that while physical danger was a "structur-
ally crucial aspect of the activity," it was not a "dominant preoccu-
pation of the climbers" {p. 83). In fact, 21 of the 30 climbers he 
interviewed gave a negative response when asked whether or not they 
found climbing to be dangerous; it was frequently characterized as 
less dangerous than crossing the street or driving a car (environ-
ments over which they may feel they have less control). 
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We are left now to theorize how risk and danger can be such an 
important part of the experience and at the same time not be acknow-
ledged by participants as a stronger motivating factor. There are a 
number of possible elements contributing to this discrepency. One 
possibility is that there appears to be a fundamental difference in 
the way that risk is seen and perceived by high-risk sports partici-
pants versus the perceptions of the general public (Ewert, 1994). 
Many view the risk taken by climbers and other high-risk sport parti-
cipants as unacceptable under any circumstances. As a result, the 
general public (including many researchers) have frequently charac-
terized high-risk sport participants as suffering from various mental 
pathologies such as counterphobic reactions, fear displacement, 
supermasculinity, an unconscious death wish (Ogilvie, 1974), and 
psychopathic thrill-seeking (Gridley, 1990). But in his inter~iews 
with over 250 risk takers, Ogilvie (1974) found them to be indivi-
duals with low levels of anxiety, a strong sense of reality, and a 
high degree of emotional control. Gridley (1990), based on inter-
views of rock climbers and motorcycle racers, argued that the psycho-
pathic label applied to high-risk sports enthusiasts fails to take 
into account the time spent by the participant planning how to 
minimize risk to themselves and others, and runs the risk of over-
looking motives of competency. Participants of high-risk sports 
carefully weigh how much risk they are willing to bear for the sake 
of the rewards the sport offers and that amount of risk becomes a 
"fixed parameter" (Heimer, 1988). Risk is managed, not merely 
accepted. 
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Another possible theory would focus on a process of risk accul-
turation and attribution of causality as outlined by Celsi et al. 
(1993). Participants in high-risk sports are bombarded from the time 
they are novices with the message that the danger in their sport is 
controllable as long as they do what they've been taught (e.g., "do 
things right"). Accidents are nearly always attributed to human 
error. "Participants often claim that only those 'who don't know 
what they're doing' are at risk" (Lyng, 1990, p. 857). 
This brings us to the final element which may contribute to the 
discrepency: the notion of controlled versus uncontrolled risk. 
Csikszentmihalyi (1975), Mitchell (1983), Lyng (1990), Celsi et al. 
(1993), and Apter (1992) have all discussed the importance that high-
risk sports participants place on managing the amount of risk to 
which they allow themselves to be exposed. The activity and its 
objectives are carefully scripted and delimited to match their 
abilities (Celsi et al., 1993). As a result, it may become easy for 
participants to discount the risk involved because they feel they are 
prepared and know what they're doing. 
Reading the previous paragraph may lead one to assume that each 
high-risk sports participant must have his or her own carefully 
defined, dynamic notion of just what risk is. However, risk is not 
well defined in the current research. Zuckerman {1979) and Celsi et 
al. (1993) have offered only generic definitions centered on the 
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likelihood of experiencing a negative outcome (Zuckerman) or the 
effects of a hazard (Celsi et al.). Equally generic usage has turned 
up in surveys used to determine motivation (e.g., Do you climb 
because of the risk?). 
Clearly, in order to investigate the role risk plays in moti-
vation, a more complete understanding of what risk means to the high-
risk sports participant is needed. Celsi et al. (1993) have called 
for a "need to examine constructs such as motivation and risk taking 
as dynamic processes" (p. 20) and further stated that the concep-
tualization of high-risk sports participants as risk managers should 
be a focus of future reseach. If research into high-risk sports 
participation and motivation is to progress, a new operational defi-
nition of risk is needed. Such a definition should be dynamic; it 
should able to adapt to the varied perceptions of different climb-
ers, as well as to the situation-specific realities and perceptions 
of individual climbers from day-to-day and route-to-route. 
This understanding of risk becomes even more important in light 
of the rising popularity of high-risk sports and the likelihood that 
people may seek out participation in such sports as a novel, enjoy-
able and rewarding way to meet the requirements for physical activity 
outlined in the 1993 ACSM guidelines. Whether individuals are 
deciding to participate in high-risk sports as a means of improving 
their health, or merely for simple enjoyment, health educators have a 
responsibility to understand as completely as possible the nature and 
perception of that risk. 
The purpose of this study was to develop, by means of a 
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grounded theory approach, a new, dynamic operational definition of 
risk as it applies to rock climbers. The study sought to examine the 
role of risk management as a modifying factor in the perception of 
risk and its impact on motivation and participation. The research 
questions this study sought to answer were as follows: 
1. How do rock climbers perceive risk as it relates to their 
climbing? 
2. Do rock climbers actively seek to manage risk; and if so, 
what impact does this risk management have on their moti-
vation and participation in climbing, as well as on their 
overall perception of the risks associated with climbing? 
3. Do climbers' perceptions of risk, and the ways they manage 
it, change with experience? 
It is hoped that the results of this study could be used to 
provide both a more complete and dynamic understanding of risk and as 
the basis for further research examining the role played by risk and 
danger in motivating high-risk sports participants. 
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Methods 
A rationale for a grounded theory approach 
The research conducted on high-risk sport participation and 
motivation to this point has been characterized by two shortcomings. 
First, risk has never been satisfactorily defined in any more than 
very general terms. The second main shortcoming is found in the dis-
crepancy between the importance assigned to risk in the developing 
theories and the relative lack of weight and importance assigned to 
risk by actual participants in high-risk sports. It seems clear that 
the existence of such a discrepancy would suggest a difference in the 
way risk is viewed by the researcher or theorist and the way it is 
viewed or perceived by the sport participant. The literature cited 
above points to a difference in perceptions between the general 
public, researchers, and high-risk sport participants (Ewert, 1994; 
Ogilvie, 1974}. All of this argues for the existence of what, for 
practical purposes, are "multiple realities" in terms of defining, 
perceiving, and evaluating risk. The researcher, the participant, 
and the general public all may have separate realities concerning 
risk and danger. Indeed, individual participants themselves may have 
widely differing realities, based on varying experiences and levels 
of expertise. Risk's role in high-risk sport participation and moti-
vation cannot be addressed until an operating definition of risk, 
grounded in the perceptions and beliefs of high-risk sport partici-
pants, has been developed. 
Grounded theory was called for in this study because the re-
search literature contained conflicting theories and observations 
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about the role of risk in high-risk sport participation, and no 
single theory provided a "good fit" that could account for the varied 
perceptions of different climbers with different experiences and 
levels of expertise. Lincoln and Guba state that: 
(The naturalist researcher] prefers to have the guiding 
substantive theory emerge from (be grounded in) the data 
because no a priori theory could possibly encompass the 
multiple realities likely to be encountered (1985, p. 41). 
Strauss and Corbin (1990) describe a grounded theory as: 
one that is inductively derived from the study of the pheno-
menon it represents. That is, it is discovered, developed, 
and provisionally verified through systematic data collection 
and analysis of data pertaining to that phenomenon. Therefore, 
data collection, analysis, and theory stand in reciprocal rela-
tionship with each other. One does not begin with a theory, 
then prove it. Rather, one begins with an area of study and 
what is relevant to that area is allowed to emerge (p. 23). 
According to Strauss and Corbin (1990), the advantage of using such a 
qualitative method is that it can "give the intricate details of 
phenomena that are difficult to convey with quantitative methods" 
(p.19). Greg Child (a world class mountaineer), alludes to the 
advantage of studying the motivations of climbers in this way in his 
foreward to O'Connell's book, Beyond Risk: Conversations with 
Climbers. 
There probably never will be a concise, intelligible answer as 
to why climbers accept the generally arduous, often uncomfort-
able, even downright dangerous side of climbing, but ... it is 
in the voices of climbers -- in their informal, off-the-cuff 
remarks, and in their unadorned recollections of their lives --
that the greatest truths about climbing are revealed. (p. 8) 
Henwood and Pidgeon (1992) argue that the advantage of a theory gene-
rated by qualitative research is that it is "contextually sensitive, 
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persuasive, and relevent" (p. 97). These are critical distinctions 
if the purpose of the study was to seek an operating definition of 
risk from the rock climber's perspective. 
Participants 
A total of twenty-two individuals expressed interest in parti-
cipating in the study by filling out volunteer subject request forms 
(see Appendix A). Of the twenty two, two respondents had scheduling 
conflicts which prevented their being interviewed. One interviewee 
did not show up for his appointment and could not be reached to 
reschedule. 
Twelve males (ages 15-48, median age 32.5) and seven females 
(ages 19-43, median age 27.3} were interviewed. The average level 
of climbing experience for participants was 14.7 years (range 1.5-34 
years) for the males and 3.9 years (range 2-8 years) for the females. 
The average climbing ability, as rated on the Yosemite Decimal Scale3 , 
was 5.lld (range 5.lOa - 5.13a) while following and 5.llb 
4. The Yosemite Decimal Scale is one of several systems utilized by 
climbers to identify the difficulty of a route. Other rating sytems 
include the French, British, and Australian systems. The Yosemite 
Decimal Scale ranges from l, the equivalent of walking a fairly level 
trail, to 5, which denotes technical climbing that many would argue 
dictates the use of a rope for protecting against a fall. Level 5 is 
open ended and subdivided into 5.1 through 5.14 (currently). Each 
decimal level from 5.10 through 5.14 is further subdivided into a, b, 
c, and d. Routes are generally assigned a difficulty rating by the 
climber making the first ascent, though a route's rating may be 
changed if it is the consensus of experienced climbers who have 
repeated the route. The current upper limit of the Yosemite scale is 
5.14c-d. A French climber has recently claimed to have completed a 
route rated 5.15b, but this rating is in dispute, as the route awaits 
additional ascents. 
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(range 5.lOa - 5.13a) while on lead. 4 Males climbed at a higher 
average level (5.12a follow, 5. lld lead) than females (5.lla follow, 
5.lOc lead with one female subject having no lead experience). This 
was most likely a reflection of the greater experience level of the 
male subjects and the fact that climbing standards achieved by men in 
the sport are higher than the standards that have currently been 
achieved by women (although the gap is quickly narrowing) . Subjects 
spent an average of 94.2 days climbing per year (males - 89.2 days, 
range 30-200 days; females - 102.9 days, range 20-200 days). In 
general, older, more experienced climbers climbed far fewer days than 
younger climbers. It should be noted, however, that the majority of 
older climbers stated that they climbed much more frequently (200-300 
days a year in many cases} when they were younger. Career, family, 
and more diverse interests were all reasons given for the reduction 
in time spent climbing. It should also be noted that subjects who 
climbed the most frequently included days spent climbing indoors on 
artificial climbing walls at the Portland Rock Gym in their estimates 
of days spent climbing each year. 5 
• 
4. A climber is said to be leading a route if he climbs first and is 
climbing above the protection he has placed in the rock to prevent a 
long fall. In the event of a fall, the leader will fall a little 
over twice the distance that he is above his last piece of protec-
tion. The leader is often referred to as being on the "sharp end of 
the rope." The climber who is following is protected from above by 
the leader, and in most instances will only fall a short distance 
before being caught by the rope. 
5. While indoor climbing can provide practice that leads to gains in 
physical, gymnastic ability, most interview subjects felt that climb-
ing on artificial walls is widely perceived as a very safe environ-
ment, and as such does not provide very much opportunity to practice 
decision making and the evaluation of risk. 
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Procedures 
Data collection. Data for this study were collected through 
the use of "semi-guided" individual taped interviews. While an 
interview guide (see Appendix B) was used to help focus and direct 
the subjects' attention to their perceptions of risk in climbing, 
subjects were encouraged to stray from the guided format as they saw 
fit. This was done in an effort to ensure that the climbers' own 
perceptions and interpretations were recorded. 
The majority of the interviews were conducted at local coffee 
shops. Other interview locations included participants' homes (two 
interviews) and the researcher's home (one interview). Interviews 
averaged 90 to 120 minutes in length. During each interview, notes 
were taken by the researcher for the dual purpose of aiding in data 
analysis and facilitating informal member checks at the conclusion of 
each interview. Interviews were scheduled until coding of the data 
revealed saturation and informant redundancy. A total of nineteen 
interviews were conducted. 
Selection of subjects. Interview subjects were self-selected 
through their response to volunteer subject request forms (Appendix 
A) posted at Oregon Mountain Community (a local climbing equipment 
retailer) and the Portland Rock Gym (a local climbing gym) . After 
subjects expressed interest in participating in the study, they were 
mailed notification of their selection for the study (see Appendix C) 
and a copy of an informed consent form (see Appendix D). Phone con-
tact was then made with each subject to schedule an interview. 
Data analysis. Data analysis was conducted concurrently with 
data collection so that it could serve to guide, develop and expand 
the scope of later interviews. Following the format outlined by 
Strauss and Corbin (1990), each interview was transcribed for the 
purpose of coding. The analytic process of coding "gives the 
research ... the rigor necessary to make the theory 'good' science" 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 57). 
Coding is done on three levels: open, axial, and selective. 
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Open coding involves generating concepts or labels for phenomena 
present in the interview transcripts and organizing these concepts 
into categories. During axial coding, each category is analyzed and 
checked against further data (new interviews), and refined and modi-
fied as needed. This is done to ensure that the concepts in each 
category form a cohesive representation of phenomena present in the 
interview transcripts. Connections between categories are made 
during this second stage of coding. Finally, selective coding 
involves the classification and definition of saturated categories. 
A core category, which represents the "central phenomenon around 
which all the other categories are integrated" (Strauss & Corbin, 
1990, p. 116) is chosen and a descriptive narrative about the central 
phenomenon is developed. 
During the process of coding the researcher kept a journal and 
wrote memos on ideas which occurred concerning possible emerging 
patterns, concepts, and interrelationships. The objective of writing 
memos was "to capture and externalize the thoughts of the [research-
er] generated by close contact with the data whilst coding and 
producing definitions" (Pidgeon, Turner, and Blockley, 1991, p. 165). 
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The descriptive narrative which was the product of coding, along with 
these memos, was used as the basis for constructing a theory that is 
grounded in the data. 
In addition to the creation, deletion, and restructuring of 
catagories that takes place in open and axial coding, data analysis 
(coding, memos, and journal entries} resulted in several adjustments 
being made during the study. First, the initial open codings of the 
first two interviews were rejected, as the researcher felt the 
possibility existed that data from each interview was being forced 
into preconceived catagories rather than allowing the catagories to 
emerge from the data found in the interview. 
The second adjustment was the addition of question 13 in the 
interview guide (Appendix B}. This question -- which dealt with the 
effect of eliminating the risk in climbing on participant perceptions 
and motivation -- was first used informally in the second interview, 
and added formally in the fourth interview. The purpose of the ques-
tion was to help participants articulate their perceptions of whether 
or not risk played an active role in their motivation to climb. 
A third adjustment was the result of a concern after the first 
eight interviews that a strong bias in favor of traditional climbing 
and against sport climbing existed. Volunteer subject request forms 
were reposted at the Portland Rock Gym only, in an effort to attract 
more participants from a predominantly sport climbing background. 
This proved to be successful, as more of the participants in later 
interviews did have strong sport climbing backgrounds. Data analysis 
also revealed that, while a bias against sport climbing may have 
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existed in early interviews, it did not have an impact on the process 
of risk assessment and acceptance that emerged from the interviews --
i.e., whether they come from a predominantly traditional background 
or a sport climbing background, climbers articulate the process of 
risk assessment and acceptance in a similar fashion. 
Trustworthiness. Lincoln and Guba (1985) identify the criteria 
for establishing trustworthiness in a qualitative study as credibil-
ity, transferability, dependability and confirmability. These corre-
spond to the traditional criteria of internal validity, external 
validity, reliability, and objectivity used to evaluate quantitative 
research. Credibility refers to the extent to which the findings of 
the study are an accurate reflection of the constructed realities of 
the subjects in the study. Transferability refers to the ability to 
generalize findings of the study to other situations. Dependability 
refers to the ability of findings to be replicated in a similar 
study. Confirmability is the extent to which the researcher's peers 
can agree with the conclusions reached as a result of his analysis of 
the data. 
Credibility in this study was established by two means. The 
first was through the use of informal (at the conclusion of each 
interview) and formal (follow-up interviews and focus groups) member 
checks. Of the nineteen subjects interviewed, twelve participated in 
formal member checks. Four did not respond to the follow-up letter 
and summary of results that was sent out and could not be contacted 
by phone. A fifth subject did not show up for a scheduled meeting 
and two were out of town during the time period in which the formal 
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member checks took place. Of the twelve interview subjects who did 
participate in formal member checks, ten attended scheduled meetings 
and two member checks were conducted by phone. 
The second means of establishing credibility was through the 
process of peer debriefing, which took place as the study was pre-
sented to and reviewed by thesis committee members. These steps were 
particularly important because, if the theory generated by the study 
is intended to "represent [the climber's] reality, it should be 
comprehendable and make sense both to the persons who were studied 
and to those practicing in the area" (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 23). 
Transferability, dependability, and confirmability were 
expedited by the maintainance of thick description throughout the 
study. That is, complete and thorough interview transcripts, memos 
and journal entries were maintained in an effort to ensure that the 
research can be replicated and the thought processes of the research-
er could be known as clearly as possible. Dependability and confirm-
ability were also maintained through audits by thesis committee 
members. A reflexive journal, containing personal thoughts on the 
study and rationales for methodological decisions, was kept by the 
researcher to aid in these audits. 
Limitations. The present study is not a quantitative study of 
motivation and does not attempt to assign a rank or numeric signifi-
cance to the role of risk in rock climbing and other high-risk 
sports. It is a contention of this study that risk has not been 
sufficiently defined in previous research and, as such, the results 
of such research which quantify the significance of risk as a motiva-
ting factor are premature. This study sought to define the percep-
tion and role of risk in rock climbing and its impact on motivation. 
This study makes no attempt to generalize findings to the overall 
motivations and personalities of rock climbers and other high-risk 
sport participants. 
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Delimitations. The present study is specific in its examina-
tion of risk as percieved by rock climbers and, while the theories 
generated by it may have relevance to other high-risk sports, such 
theories are not intended to be applicable to the general population. 
Point of View 
I have chosen rock climbing and high-risk sports participation 
as an area of study out of keen personal interest. I am a rock 
climber myself, with over ten years of experience in the sport. In 
that time I have had many opportunities to evaluate risk as it 
applies to my participation in the sport. There have been personal 
successes (both solo and on rope with a partner), accidents requir-
ing surgery, marriage and the birth of children, all of which have 
impacted my perception and evaluation of risk. It is this varied 
personal experience which I feel gives me the theoretical sensitivity 
-- "an awareness of the subtleties of meaning of data" (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1990, p. 41) to have produced a research study and subse-
quent theory that is both contextually sensitive and relevant to 
climbers. 
It is not my intention to use this research to paint any broad 
generalities about the overall nature and personalities of rock 
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climbers, or participants in any other high-risk sports. I have seen 
this done in the media and it does an injustice to the individuals 
involved in the sport. The motivations and rewards they experience 
are far too varied and personal. I have merely sought to understand 
and shed some light on one particular aspect of the sport, risk, 
which I feel is widely mispercieved by the general public (and many 
researchers} and has not been sufficiently explained in a manner that 
I think would be relevant for all climbers. 
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Results 
The goals and motivations of climbers. 
Goals expressed by interview subjects. The nineteen climbers 
interviewed found motivation in a wide variety of elements present in 
the climbing experience. Motivational elements that were consis-
tently alluded to by the study participants as being a goal or valued 
part of their climbing experience can be organized into eight cate-
gories listed below. 
Adventure: The climbing experience includes elements of uncer-
tainty and discovery: "I like the adventure ... you don't necessarily 
know the outcome" (36 year old male, 19 years experience, 5.12a 
lead) . It provides an opportunity for escape, and both requires and 
develops a high degree of self-reliance; a sentiment expressed by the 
following young climbers: "I mean, a lot of it is relying on your-
self and your own skills" (19 year old female, 2 years experience, 
5.12b follow, 5.llc lead). "Ultimately, when you climb, you take 
responsibility for your actions" (23 year old female, 2 years 
experience, 5.lld follow, 5.10d lead). 
Challenge: Climbing provides the opportunity to push physical 
and mental limits. Participants can expand the boundaries of what is 
possible for them to accomplish: 
What I want out of my life is to be able to push as far past 
the edge as I think I can with my body, physically, and with my 
mind consciously. I want to get right up there, on the edge, 
and then I want to go farther, because I know I can. I know 
that we limit ourselves perceptually. (48 year old male, 34 
years experience, 5.lld lead, 5.lla free solo6 ) 
Movement: The movements required in climbing include elements 
of strength, agility, flexibility, balance and grace. The act of 
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climbing can be thought of as an "incredible vertical ballet dance" 
(41 year old male, 25 years experience, 5.12d lead, 5.11 free solo). 
I really like the physical feeling of climbing. Like, I really 
wish that when I was younger I learned how to dance. And 
climbing, to me, is a lot of what, if I had been one of those 
young girls who danced, what it would be like to ... Knowing 
your body ... has become really important to me. (28 year old 
female, 8 years experience, 5.llb follow, 5.lOa lead) 
Aesthetics: The overall experience of a climb is one that par-
ticipants find very aesthetic. There is the beauty of the natural 
setting in which the climb takes place: "Good positions, classic set-
tings, clean sweeping vistas of rock ... that kind of thing" (36 year 
old male, 19 years experience, 5.12a lead). The sense of remoteness 
and isolation appeal to climbers of all experience levels: "It was 
so incredible to be up there and have such a fantastic view somewhere 
that very few people ever get to" (34 year old male, 16 years exper-
ience, 5.lOd follow, 5.lOa lead). "Being out in the middle of no-
where on a rock ... it's like, really cool. There's something about 
being out there" (23 year old female, 2 years experience, 5.lld 
follow, 5.lOd lead). Aesthetics may also be the beauty or appeal of 
a particular route or line to be climbed. Perhaps it is a striking 
ridgeline, or a long, clean crack that cuts up a face of high quality 
rock: "There's a little route over here at Smith Rocks that, when I 
was coming up years ago, represented the quintessential rock route ... 
6. The term free solo is used to describe a climb in which the 
climber does not use a rope or place protection to safeguard against 
a fall. Many in the sport would consider this to be climbing in its 
purest form. On the other hand, other climbers often perceive free 
soloing in a similar manner to the way the general public may per-
ceive climbing - far too risky (the consequences are too extreme) to 
be worth it. 
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it is a very stunning line" (48 year old male, 34 years experience, 
5.lld lead, 5.lla free solo). 
Exposure: Really a part aesthetics, exposure is the airiness, 
or distance off the ground that is achieved during a climb. It is 
the sense of being in a vertical world. 
Relationships: Study subjects expressed an appreciation for 
the qualities of the people found in climbing, frequently describing 
them as fun, adventurous, outgoing, down-to-earth, and in tune with 
nature. Comraderie is a frequently used term in describing the 
appeal of rock climbing: 
Probably the comraderie .... I would say that I found that other 
people who climb tend to be very active and full of life -
ready to go outside and play! (23 year old female, 4 years 
experience, 5.lOc follow, no lead experience) 
Some of the things I remember most about climbing are ... a lot 
of the comraderie in climbing .... Just every day, hanging out 
with people I like. (28 year old female, 8 years experience, 
5.llb follow, 5.lOa lead) 
People I seemed to meet were so incredible. There was a really 
great comraderie, you know, with the people. (41 year old 
male, 25 years experience, 5.12d lead, 5.11 free solo) 
The close communication between climbing partners helps to develop 
deep friendships: "The friendships that you make climbing are dif-
ferent than the friendships you just ... " (18 year old male, 4 years 
experience, 5.lld follow, 5.llc lead). The sentiments of this young 
climber on relationships made through climbing are remarkably similar 
to those shared by the recently deceased Ad Carter, former president 
of the American Alpine Club and one of the country's oldest and most 
respected climbers: 
That's one of the marvelous things about climbing -- the 
friends you make. I think climbers have closer relationships 
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to other people than almost anybody else, because you do forge 
friendships of that kind. (as quoted in Gardiner, 1990, p. 33) 
The shared experience of climbing builds also builds a strong sense 
of community among its participants. 
Meditation: Many of the study subjects are motivated to climb 
"because it's a form of meditation" (29 year old male, 15 years 
experience, 5,13a lead). The mental focus that takes place in climb-
ing can bring about a loss of awareness of outside concerns and 
stimuli, altered perceptions, personal insight and self-discovery. 
I think, especially with Americans, there is so little in our 
lives where we address our lives and where we confront our 
bodies and our minds, everything; where time stops and that's 
all you do, that's all you are. And I think that's what's 
addictive about climbing. It's like meditation. (28 year old 
female, 8 years experience, 5.llb follow, 5.lOb lead) 
Wholistic nature of the experience: Climbing is regarded by 
its participants as one of the few activities, if not the only 
activity, they are aware of that includes physical, mental and spir-
itual elements at the same time: "I just like everything - how 
everything comes into one in that sport" (19 year old female, 2 years 
experience, 5.12b, 5.llc lead). "It's the one sport that combines 
your body and your mind together" (27 year old male, 7 years exper-
ience, 5.13a lead). 
Risk as a motivating element of climbing. While climbers find 
motivation in a wide variety of elements contained in the climbing 
experience, it should be noted that risk is not included as one of 
those elements and the experience of actual risk does not appear to 
be a goal of climbers. Many study subjects were uncomfortable with 
the idea of risk as a motivating factor in climbing: 
I just hate to dwell on risk being such an active part of 
climbing ... Risk is there, and the reason you climb ... there 
are other reasons you should climb. If you're climbing 
because of the risk, you probably should be doing something 
else ... That's not what climbing is about. (36 year old 
male, 19 years experience, 5.12a lead) 
I don't like the fact that climbing is thought of as a risky 
sport .... I don't like the fact that it attracts people for 
that reason. That is really disturbing to me .... But then 
again, I can't say that's not why I do it, because that is a 
big part of why I do it. (19 year old female, 2 years exper-
ience, 5.llc lead) 
Three levels of risk 
The paradox present in the previous quote gains meaning when 
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risk is understood from the perspective of a climber. When risk was 
discussed by interview subjects, the context in which the risk was 
mentioned identified it as existing on one of three operational 
levels: Actual risk, assessed risk, and mental or perceived risk. 
The terms used to identify these three levels of risk are terms that 
were frequently utilized by the study participants. 
Actual Risk. Actual risk is the real, actual likelihood that, 
in a given climbing situation, something will go wrong and negative 
consequences or outcomes will be experienced. This closely matches 
traditional definitions of risk found in the literature. Some study 
participants referred to such risk as "physical risk", a term which 
reflects the most obvious negative consequence of physical injury or 
death. It is the goal of climbers reduce their exposure to actual 
risk to an acceptable level. Most would echo the following simple 
statement: "I try to reduce risk as much as I can" (41 year old male, 
25 years experience, 5.12d lead, 5.lla free solo). 
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The amount of actual risk for any given climbing situation is 
influenced by the interplay of several factors or conditions. These 
conditions appear in Table 1. Each condition can be thought of as a 
continuum. The farther left on the continuum a condition is, the 
greater the risk is likely to be. Situations that are farther to the 
right would likely reduce the risk. 
Number of variables refers to the number of things that a 
climber must evaluate and make decisions on. The variables for 
climbing on artificial walls in a rock gym may be limited to tying 
into the climbing harness correctly, having faith in the gym's rope 
and anchors, and having a competent belayer. The variables requiring 
evaluation on a climb of a big alpine wall in a remote area are far 
greater in number, which means that more things that can go wrong. 
Objective hazards include things such as the quality of the rock be-
ing climbed, rockfall, avalanche, and inclement weather. Runouts 
refer to the distance one must climb above protection, which influ-
Table l: CONDITIONS INFLUENCING ACTUAL RISK IN CLIMBING 
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INDEPENDENT (OBJECTIVE) CONDITIONS: RISK 
DECREASED 
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Technical knowledge 
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ences the length of a possible fall. Exposure is the amount of ver-
tical distance beneath a climber and his or her ability to protect 
against a fall. A less than vertical dihedral (corner) with a crack 
that accepts good protection can be thought of as much less exposed 
than a vertical face in which opportunities for protection are less 
available or of a problematic nature. Difficulty refers to the 
gymnastic or physical requirements of the climb. Quality of pro-
tection refers to the strength of the gear that the rope is clipped 
into and the strength of the surrounding rock. Good protection can 
withstand the greater force of serious falls, reducing the serious-
ness of the outcome. 
While the conditions listed above are determined by the route 
climbed and exist independent of a climber's abilities, the remaining 
conditions are dependent on the individual climber. Level of choice 
and control refers to the number of choices or options a climber per-
ceives are available to him and the amount of control he feels he has 
over the situation. The more choice a climber has, the more likely 
it is that he will be able to limit his exposure to unacceptably high 
levels of risk and the more confident he will be. Technical know-
ledge is a climber's knowledge of the sport and its techniques and 
equipment. Technical ability refers to a climber's physical and gym-
nastic capabilities. How often a climber has been climbing recently 
determines her level of practice. Being well-practiced increases 
confidence and can reduce technical mistakes. A climber's level of 
experience can determine her familiarity with and ability to evaluate 
different situations, as well as her level of self-knowledge. Self-
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knowledge and maturity influences a climber's ability to make good 
judgements. A climber who knows her personal physical and mental 
limits and can accurately assess her own knowledge and abilities is 
more capable of evaluating the risk present in any given climbing 
situation. Finally, concerns outside of climbing refers both to 
elements outside of climbing which can influence the climber's abil-
ity to concentrate on the climb, such as stress from work and rela-
tionships, and elements that change the way he evaluates the serious-
ness of negative consequences, such as having a family. One young 
climber summed the impact of relationships outside (and inside, for 
that matter) of climbing quite nicely: "There are way more people you 
affect in your life ... by your actions. We don't live in a vacuum" 
(18 year old male, 4 years experience, 5.lld follow, 5.llc lead) 
It is the interrelationship of all of the conditions described 
above that determines the overall level of actual risk. For example, 
high levels of technical ability and knowledge can offset long run-
outs, high levels of difficulty, and greater objective hazards. Low 
levels of difficulty might make longer runouts and higher levels of 
exposure acceptable. 
Questions which may be asked by the climber in an attempt to be 
aware of risk are "Which conditions present a risk in this situa-
tion? What are the likely consequences of those risks?" and "What 
knowledge and abilities do I bring to the climb that can mitigate 
those risks?" The accuracy of the climber's answers to these ques-
tions will determine his level of awareness of risk. It is important 
to point out, however, that actual risk is always an unknown. While 
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high levels of experience, technical knowledge and self-knowledge 
might allow a climber to make more accurate assessments of the actual 
risk involved in a climb, no amount of knowledge or experience can 
allow him to completely identify all of the factors that determine 
the actual level of risk on any given climb. 
Assessed risk. Assessed risk is the climber's best, rational 
assessment or evaluation of the level of actual risk. The climber 
may ask, "Based on the conditions, what is the likelihood of exper-
iencing a negative consequence in this situation? And how serious 
are those consequences likely to be?" The goal of the climber is to 
be well-informed of the conditions of a climb so his assessment of 
risk matches the level of actual risk as closely as possible. 
Actual and assessed risk can be thought of as being analogous 
to theoretical and experimental probability. The climber can never 
know all the possible outcomes on any given climb to be able to 
determine the theoretical probability or actual level of risk in-
volved. His assessment can only be based on previous experience, 
observation, and other gathered "data". The greater his level of 
experience, however, the more experimental data he will have to base 
his assessment on, and the more likely it will be that such an 
assessment will closely approximate the actual level of risk. 
It is accurate assessment that allows the climber to remain 
safe in situations that may be perceived by others as too risky. The 
importance of accurate assessment and good judgement is illustrated 
in the following quote: 
... The idea being that my judgements, in all aspects of the 
climb, are going to be good enough that I'm not placing myself 
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at an undue risk. I'm not out there to hurt myself. It would 
be more or less suicide, in my opinion, to go out there think-
ing 'Oh god, this is a great risk, and I don't know if I'm 
going to be able to do it!' That seems stupid. (34 year old 
male, 16 years experience, 5.lOd follow, 5.lOa lead) 
Mental risk. Mental or perceived risk is a more irrational and 
visceral reaction to the immediate situation. It could be described 
as the amount of risk a climber feels they are exposing themselves to 
at any given point in a climb: 
When you're up there climbing ... your subconscious is telling 
you there's a perceived risk. Or maybe there isn't one on what 
you're climbing; if you fall, nothing is going to happen. But 
I think in the back of your head your subconscious is telling 
you there's a perceived risk. (30 year old female, 2 years 
experience, 5.lOb lead) 
It is mental risk, generally stemming from exposure, runout 
situations and a controlled amount of fear, that provides what is 
described as the adrenaline rush or thrill that is sometimes sought 
out in climbing: 
It's getting the adrenaline out. It's, you know, making you 
more alert. It's like kind of an extra potent caffeine .... It 
hits your brain and it's like 'Oooo - I like this! Let's do 
this again sometime! (15 year old male, 2 years experience, 
5.lld follow, 5.llc lead) 
Climber's may also be attracted to the mental challenge of overcoming 
one's fears: 
It's the challenge of being aware of the risk, but not letting 
it control you (30 year old female, 2 years experience, 5.lOb 
lead) . 
Risk requires you to "rise to the occassion" mentally. And for 
me, the mental challenge is a large part of why I climb. The 
zen in climbing can only be achieved when you are mentally able 
to overcome the fear and climb naturally. (27 year old male, 7 
years experience, 5.13a lead) 
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A risk processing model 
The operational role of the three levels of risk perceived by 
climbers can best be understood when viewed as part of an ongoing 
cyclical process of awareness, assessment, acceptance, mitigating 
action, results, consequences, and reassessment {Figure 4). Viewing 
the role of risk as part of a process is consistent with the use of 
grounded theory. Strauss and Corbin (1990) suggest the use of the 
"paradigm model" as an aid to codin~ data. In the paradigm model: 
we link subcategories to a catagory in a set of relationships 
denoting causal conditions, phenomena, context, intervening 
conditions, action/interaction strategies, and consequences. 
{p. 99) 
Awareness of conditions. A climber's awareness of conditions 
can be thought of as existing on a continuum. If one is ignorant of 
specific conditions which pose a risk or has a poor understanding of 
the interrelationships between various conditions, then he cannot 
accurately assess or evaluate risk. The more well-informed a climber 
is, the closer she can come to assessing the actual risk present in 
any climbing situation. Climbers understand this need for awareness: 
[Risk] is always going to be there and it's something you're 
always going to have to deal with. (36 year old male, 19 years 
experience, 5.12a lead) 
[Risk] 's always there. You can't ignore it. I don't actively 
search it out .... I do whatever I can to make it as safe as 
possible, but you can never eliminate it fully. (23 year old 
female, 2 years experience, 5.lld follow, 5.lOd lead) 
You always have to be aware of that risk involved. And if 
you're not, you won't be climbing for long -- or you're not a 
good climber! (44 year old male, 25 years experience, 5.11 
follow, 5.lOd lead) 
Figure 4: A RISK PROCESSING MODEL 
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If you're conscious of the risk, you can make wise decisions 
for yourself. I think you can take the risks and be safe for 
the most part, excluding the objective hazards that you just 
can't completely take away. (29 year old male, 7 years exper-
ience, 5.11 follow, 5.lOc lead) 
Assessment of risk. An awareness of risk leads to the 
assessment of risk: "You know, you can ignore the risk or you can 
assess the risk. And I think after you've climbed awhile, and you've 
seen a few climbing accidents, you assess the risk" (41 year old 
male, 25 years experience, 5.12d lead, 5.11 free solo). Assessed 
risk is determined through a rational assessment or evaluation of the 
conditions; both those present in the climb and those brought to the 
climb by the individual climber. What does he believe to be the 
actual amount of risk he is exposing himself to, and how confident is 
he in that belief? 
You know, each individual person assesses risk individually, 
just like each individual assesses stress differently. And you 
can take risk and make an equation out of it, and you can take 
what you assess as risk and put it at the top of the equation. 
And then you divide the risk by all of your abilities, skills, 
and knowledge. And then, you know, the end product is what the 
risk would be .... Something that might be risk for some, isn't 
a risk for others. {41 year old male, 25 years experience, 
5.12d lead, 5.11 free solo) 
Accurate assessment allows the climber to reduce her exposure 
to risk: "If you know what you're looking for to eliminate risk, then 
you can systematically go through and try to eliminate as much of it 
as possible" {23 year old female, 2 years experience, 5.lld follow, 
5.lOd lead), and to make sure that the risks they do take are 
calculated and voluntary: 
There is some risk, but somewhat of a calculated risk. I don't 
feel that the risk is all that serious. (30 year old female, 2 
years of experience, 5.lOb lead) 
I think taking a calculated risk is less reckless than just 
going for it. (18 year old male, 4 years experience, 5.lld 
follow, 5.llc lead) 
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It seems like a climber takes voluntary risks. It's like, 
"Okay, I know this is going to be a risk here and I'm choosing 
to do this. If it gets above my head, then I can bail." {29 
year old male, 15 years experience, 5.13a) 
Because of the importance of accurate assessment, inexperienced 
climber, or a climbers with less confidence in the quality of their 
assessment {a weak protective frame in Apter's Reversal Theory), will 
frequently leave themselves a larger margin for error in their judge-
ments, knowing that ignorance of conditions (more likely in an inex-
perienced climber) and the resulting poor or inaccurate assessments 
will increase the likelihood of their experiencing serious negative 
consequences. Conversely, highly experienced climbers with high 
levels of technical knowledge and ability (a strong protective frame) 
may leave little or no room for error in their judgements. These 
highly experienced climbers might fit into the catagory of high-risk 
sport participants that Lyng (1990) refers to as "edgeworkers". 
The acceptance of risk. Climbers decide to accept or reject 
risk based on their perceptions of risk on two of the three levels. 
Actual risk does not play a role in the acceptance or rejection of 
risk because, as mentioned previously, the level of actual risk can 
never be completely known. Both the climber's rational assessment of 
risk and his irrational reaction to mental or perceived risk, how-
ever, do play a role in his decisions about whether to begin a climb, 
continue climbing, back off a climb once he has started, or to not 
even begin a climb. 
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It is their rational assessment of the level of risk present in 
any given climbing situation upon which the climbers usually try to 
base their decisions to accept or reject risk: 
I won't take what I believe are unreasonable risks for myself; 
so I believe I'm safe in that matter, even though I will push, 
though, at times when I feel comfortable about it. And when I 
feel comfortable I think it's a safe move to make that push. 
(29 year old male, 7 years experience, 5.11 follow, 5.lOc lead) 
Mental risk can impact the acceptance or rejection of risk in a 
number of ways. As described earlier, it can be what provides the 
adrenaline rush or thrill factor that is sometimes sought out in 
climbing. On the other hand, mental risk can be a stumbling block 
that overrides the rational assessment of risk and keeps a climber 
from climbing at her potential: 
But I just didn't have it. I couldn't psych myself -- figuring 
the risk was too high to do that. (44 year old male, 25 years 
of experience, 5.11 follow, 5.lOd lead) 
Physically, I think I can climb a lot harder than I do, but 
mentally I can't. There's my physical limit, and there is a 
mental limit as to what I can lead mentally; or what I feel 
comfortable on .... I don't think I've ever gone to my physical 
limit. I don't think I've ever been there. (19 year old fe-
male, 2 years experience, 5.12b follow, 5.llc lead) 
In extreme cases, mental risk can also produce debilitating 
fear that has a negative impact on the climber's ability to make good 
judgements: 
I wigged and made another stupid decision .... I should have 
just sat there ... to collect my thoughts and to get my head 
about me. You know, that would have been the rational thing 
to do.... But I wigged and I said 'Lower me. I want to get 
the heck out of here.' (34 year old male, 16 years experience, 
5.lOd follow, 5.lOa lead) 
Based on the previous two quotes, it should come as no suprise that a 
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goal of many climbers is to narrow the gap between mental risk and 
assessed risk; to exercise enough mental control so that their deci-
sions about accepting or rejecting risk are based solely on their 
rational assessment of risk, rather than mental or perceived risk: 
What I'm trying to do is reduce, as much as possible, all those 
decisions that are based on a state of mind. I have a state of 
mind that I insist on. And what I want to do is make sure that 
when I make a decision to somehow go against that state of 
mind, that it's based on good sound mechanical evidence. (48 
year old male, 34 years experience, 5.lld lead, 5.lla solo) 
Mitigating risk. When the decision is made either, on the 
macro level, to accept the risk of continued participation in the 
sport, or, on the micro level, to accept the risk associated with a 
specific climb, certain actions are taken by the climber to mitigate 
the amount of risk that she allows herself to be exposed to. This 
can be thought of as limiting, and ideally eliminating, the subjec-
tive hazards involved in climbing - the risks over which the climber 
has control. 
Most climbers would agree that the most important actions that 
can be taken to mitigate risk are done prior to the climb by getting 
expert instruction, physically training and practicing skills, and 
taking precautions such as checking equipment before using it, double 
checking knots and harnesses before beginning each route, and choos-
ing partners and belayers wisely. These steps are reflected in the 
description of how one young climber goes about reducing risk: 
I climb as safe as I can. You know, I clip the caribiner the 
right way. I check my knots. I make sure I'm doubled-back. I 
make sure my belayer's harness is doubled-back. I'm making 
sure that he's on the right side of the first quickdraw; that 
if I fell I'm not going to hit him. You know, I do that; so I 
make it as risk free as I can. (15 year old male, 2 years 
experience, 5.lld follow, 5.llc lead) 
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During the climb itself, other actions or skills are utilized. 
These include decision-making (judgement) and problem solving, the 
act of placing protection and setting good anchors, the ability to 
concentrate and focus during the climb, and exercising mental control 
-- keeping your wits about you. The importance (and the appeal) of 
problem solving, focus, and mental control are nicely summed up in 
the following experienced climbers' comments: 
In climbing you usually have a lot of options. So you dropped 
your rack? Well, improvise! .... Even in the worst situations 
there's usually something you can do. And that's what I like . 
.. . . That's one of the real measures of experience - how you 
deal with unexpected situations, when something goes wrong that 
you never thought could go wrong? (34 year old male, 18 years 
experience, 5.12b follow, 5.12a lead) 
You have to be attentive to absolutely everything you're doing 
Everything gets brought into a focus that's, like, a 
millimeter from your nose. And it's something that you just 
don't know what it is because you don't address existence in 
that way. And climbing makes you address it. (28 year old 
female, 8 years experience, 5.llb follow, 5.lOa lead) 
And you're just totally focused on what's at hand. There's 
nothing else. And if there is anything else, then chances are 
that you will slip! I like getting focused like that and being 
able to overcome. It's a control. It's a mind game. I don't 
like thinking of it like that, but it is. (34 year old male, 
16 years experience, 5.lOd follow, 5.lOa lead) 
... more than anything else, it's probably a mind game .... It's 
a matter of self discipline, self-control, whatever you want to 
call it. It's a state of mind. (48 year old male, 34 years 
experience, 5.lld lead, 5.lla free solo) 
Each of these mitigating actions or skills exists along a con-
tinuum. Actions at one end of the continuum will increase risk, 
while actions at the other end will mitigate or decrease risk. This 
can be seen in Table 2. Actions or skills on the left side of each 
continuum increase the likelihood of failure and experiencing a 
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Table 2: ACTIONS AND SKILLS WHICH MITIGATE RISK 
INCREASED RISK: DECREASED RISK: 
Prior to the climb -
Decision-making poor-------------------------------good 
Quality of preparation poor-------------------------------good 
includes: getting instruction, training/practicing, taking 
precautions (checking equipment, double checking 
system, choosing partners wisely, etc.) 











negative consequence, while those on the right side would increase 
the chances for success. 
Results of the climb. The awareness, assessment and acceptance 
of risk in climbing, along with the actions taken to mitigate risk, 
lead directly to either success or failure in the climb. Ignorance 
or a lack of awareness of the conditions, inaccurate assessment, poor 
preparation, poor skills or innappropriate actions all increase the 
likelihood of failure. Failure on a climb may include falling --
whether the result of a failure of protection and equipment, human 
mental error, or a failure in physical ability -- or merely a feeling 
that one has climbed poorly, perhaps having failed to push limits (if 
that was a goal of the climber). 
Being well-informed of the conditions present in a given climb-
ing situation, making an accurate assessment, and taking appropriate 
actions to mitigate risk substantially increases the likelihood of 
experiencing success. A successful climbing experience may include 
summiting or reaching the top of a route, but that it not the only 
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criterion of success. It may be a sense that one has climbed well 
and in control. It may merely be the aesthetic enjoyment of the 
experience -- just "being out there". Even a decision to reject risk 
and not climb or back off of a route may be a success if the parti-
cipant feels confident that the decision was based on an accurate 
assessment of the situation -- because it reinforces the his self-
efficacy regarding his judgement and decision-making capabilities. 
A unique aspect of climbing is found in the fact that unpleas-
ant, frightening and sometimes even somewhat traumatic experiences 
can eventually become rewarding and, as a result, be considered a 
form of success. It may be that a poor decision, such as not bring-
ing bivy gear (emergency shelter), enough equipment for protection, 
or ending up off route, leaves the climber exposed to the weather or 
faced with greater technical difficulties than they were expecting or 
prepared for. Such experiences are often fondly (although sometimes 
not so fondly) referred to by climbers as "epics". The key to an 
epic becoming a successful experience lies in the fact that, despite 
the unpleasantness experienced during the climb itself, when it is 
over the climber is left with a great sense of accomplishment. The 
experience becomes a positive memory in the sense that, when faced 
with a frightening situation the climber overcame fear and expanded 
his sense of what was possible: 
You know, it was an incredible experience! ... just to be able 
to push through and actually do it, you know, was actually an 
exhilirating experience in the end. It's like running a mara-
thon, you know. While you're actually running, sometimes you 
might actually be in very much pain. But then when you're done 
and you've actually accomplished it, it's an amazing feeling. 
(27 year old male, 7 years experience, 5.13a lead) 
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It becomes pleasurable in retrospect, and in retelling the 
story .... Because there's ego attachment to it. That that 
risk, and recounting the epic, has that sort of thing that has 
secondary gain to it. The moments that I'm climbing sweetly ... 
there's probably far more pleasure in that moment, that I'm not 
even talking about because it's intimate. It's like bragging 
about the fact and making a bigger story out of it, but the 
real intimate moments you don't talk about. (43 year old 
female, 6 years experience, 5.lla follow, 5.lOa lead) 
And it was just such misery, but somehow, it's like even as 
you're going through it, you're going "God, this is going to 
make a great story on Monday!" (28 year old female, 8 years 
experience, 5.llb follow, 5.lOa lead) 
Climbers are still aware, however, that not all epics end in 
success. The epic experience is not one that is purposely sought 
out. And while it may become rewarding in retrospect, it also serves 
as a learning experience which raises future awareness of the condi-
tions which may increase risk: 
At an early stage I think a climber learns that they will 
accept the consequences and risk; and that the price is high, 
so they'd better learn their job well and avoid those conse-
quences -- Keeping risk to a minimum through their own talent, 
their ability to climb in and out of trouble, their ability to 
avoid trouble through skills. (36 year old male, 19 years 
experience, 5.12a lead) 
I've seen a zillion of my partners either get chopped or get 
injured. I read Accidents in North American Mountaineering. 
And so that gives me perspective. Because you look at the 
situations, and even some good climbers get in some bad 
situations ... So, you know, just analyzing the situation and 
reducing your risk is a real good thing to do. (41 year old 
male, 25 years experience, 5.12d lead, 5.11 free solo) 
Consequences. The consequences of failure may be as minor as 
experiencing disappointment, or as serious as suffering a dibilitat-
ing injury that prevents one from climbing again; perhaps even dying. 
The suffering that such a death would bring to family and friends is 
also a serious consequence of failure. While some of these conse-
quences may be extreme, most climbers feel that, if they assess 
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things properly, demonstrate good judgement, and do those things that 
they can to mitigate risk, the likelihood of experiencing a serious 
negative consequence while they climb is slight: 
Well, if I really thought there was much of a risk, I wouldn't 
be out there doing it! .... If I thought there was any great 
chance of something happening, I wouldn't be out there! (34 
year old male, 16 years experience, 5.lOd follow, 5.lOa lead) 
The consequences of success include positive memories, a sense 
of self-reliance, competence and mastery, a sense of fulfillment and 
an enriched life. Success in climbing can also provide one with a 
sense of identity; a sense of exclusiveness that comes from doing 
something most people are unwilling to do and reaching places that 
few people ever go. This exclusiveness creates a sense of community 
amongst climbers. Examples of each of these positive consequences 
can be found in the following interview quotes: 
Some of the most memorable experiences have either been the 
most jubilant experiences, through success, or just, you know, 
debilitated with fear, almost. (27 year old male, 7 years 
experience, 5.13a lead) 
It seems more fulfilling to me to do something that requires 
more commitment .... There's a different level of experience 
you get from something that's more adventurous .... Climbing 
puts you ... into these positions when you climb, and you 
realize what in life is really serious. You understand the 
value of life. By doing a dangerous sport or doing a sport 
that is a high risk sport, you embrace life all that much 
more. (29 year old male, 15 years experience, 5.13a lead) 
... it was just so incredible to be up there and have such a 
fantastic view somewhere that very few people ever get to. (34 
year old male, 5.lOd follow, 5.lOa lead) 
It's just taking it a step farther than most people would. You 
know, just getting to so many more places where people cannot 
go - most people will not go. One of the major things that 
makes it appealing to me is ... a majority of our population 
does not, you know, do those kinds of things. (19 year old 
female, 2 years experience, 5.12b follow, 5.llc lead) 
It's just doing something that's a little different; beyond 
what your average mindset is. (41 year old male, 25 years 
experience, 5.12d lead, 5.11 free solo) 
Perhaps most importantly, success also leads to a sense of 
empowerment and self-efficacy that most participants feel carries 
over into other areas of their lives: 
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One of the most interesting effects of risk, for me, is that 
risk can bring on fear, and that [climbing] is a constant 
practice of dealing with risk and dealing with my fear. And 
it's a very empowering thing to be feeling frightened, having 
the risk have control of you, and to be able to turn it around. 
(30 year old female, 2 years experience, 5.lOb lead) 
I think of people as energetic systems. It's how I view human 
nature. And the thing that blocks our energy the most is fear. 
And when you find ways to grapple with and overcome, or handle 
our fears, we expand our sense of ourselves. Not just our 
sense of ourself, we truely expand ourselves. We have become 
less limited. We have gained a sense of mastery .... It's in 
facing our fear or overcoming obstacles that we create our own 
story; our own reality; our own myth about who we are. (35 
(year old male, 5 years experience, 5.12b follow, 5.lld lead) 
But that same source that lets me keep it together when I'm on 
a spooky lead ... it's like feeling now like the Talking Heads 
song "My god, what have I done?!" And I feel like that's the 
way I am a lot of the time in what I do for work. I feel like 
"Oh hell, I'm not physically at risk, so I can do this!" (34 
year old male, 18 years experience, 5.12b follow, 5.12a lead) 
These positive consequences, while not necessarily an integral 
part of the climbing experience itself, may become goals or desired 
outcomes that serve to increase motivation. 
The process of risk awareness, assessment, and acceptance 
described here is an ongoing process that is present at both the 
micro and the macro level. On the micro level, this process is 
highly situation specific, depending both on the conditions inherent 
in the climb itself and the conditions brought to the climb by the 
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individual climber. Constant reassessment takes place during the 
course of any given climb, and actions and decisions are constantly 
being reevaluated as the climber becomes aware of new conditions. 
This constant reevaluation is reflected in the simple questions 
stated by an experienced climber: "Can I get to the next clip [point 
of protection] safely? Or should I turn around and just bag it?" 
(44 year old male, 25 years of experience, 5.11 follow, 5.lOd lead) 
and the scenario described by another climber with less experience: 
You have to assess what's going on; the risk. Is that last 
piece of pro good? Is the piece before it any good? Well, if 
they both fail, am I going to deck? You know, is it worth it? 
Maybe I should just go down .... But then again, you encounter 
people who are just like "Well, that last piece [of protection] 
was shit. The piece before it was shit. But I know I can do 
this route!" And they just keep going. And ... for them, maybe 
that's not even a mental push. But a scenario like that, for 
me, would be a mental push. The consequences of failing that 
mental push would be greater than I would wish to accept. And 
I think in that scenario I would just go down! (23 year old 
female, 2 years experience, 5.lld follow, 5.lOd lead) 
On the macro level, a climber's awareness and assessment of 
risk can and does vary over time, influenced by changes in the con-
ditions of experience, knowledge, ability, practice, maturity, and 
concerns outside of climbing that he brings to the climb. For exam-
ple, a climber with a career and a family, and who is not as prac-
ticed due to limited opportunities to climb, will probably assess 
risk differently than he did when he was single and climbing fre-
quently. Success or failure on a climb, or over a series of climbs, 
leads to reassessment of knowledge and abilities, and the climber's 
continued level of involvement in the sport. 
On both the micro and the macro level, it is important to 
remember that awareness, perceptions and assessments of risk vary 
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from individual to individual: "Climbers aren't just one animal. 
There's lots of animals, and they're different" (43 year old female, 
6 years experience, 5.lla follow, 5.lOa lead). While some climbers 
exhibit calm and control in the face of seemingly incredible dangers, 
others display little desire to seek out the extreme edge of their 
abilities: 
There are different personalities that climb .... My personal-
ity is that I like to have sure bets on everything. (44 year 
old male, 25 years experience, 5.11 follow, 5.lld lead) 
I'm not a big risk taker ... I feel like I'll do anything to 
escape risk. But it means that I end up being lazy and backing 
away from climbs that I could do if I was more of a risk taker. 
(43 year old female, 6 years experience, 5.lla follow, 5.lOa 
lead) 
I've gotten scared a few times and realized it's not something 
I want to die doing. (23 year old female, 4 years experience, 
5.lOc follow, no lead experience) 
The risk threshold 
Climber's, through their experiences and continuing reassess-
ment of their knowledge and abilities as climbers, have fairly well 
developed risk thresholds -- points at which they believe the like-
lihood of their experiencing a negative consequence, and the serious-
ness of that consequence, are too great. As can be seen in Figure 5, 
risk is not seen as something that can be eliminated completely, but 
the more serious a consequence is likely to be, the more unlikely 
that consequence will have to be for them to be willing to accept the 
risk. If their perceptions of risk go beyond their risk threshhold, 
they will reject the risk and back off, reevaluate their options, 
choose another route, not climb, etc. 
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The risk threshold of individual climbers does not appear to 
shift with experience, but remains fairly stable over time -- a 
"fixed parameter" (Heimer, 1988). Experiences in which climbers 
have been highly aware of risk also do not seem to shift their risk 
threshold. Such experiences do, however, raise climbers' awareness 
of the conditions which may present risk and result in improved 
assessment. Climbers who were bold when they were less experienced 
may describe themselves as having become more conservative (safer) 
due to increased awareness and better assessment: 
I know that, overall, my climbing has gotten more conservative. 
Not that I don't do runout routes, or routes that have poor 
gear. I don't feel like I stay away from things any more than 
I used to. If anything, I'm better at going up to something 
and judging how hard it's going to be. I've got much more 
mental control of these things, you know. I'm much more able 
not to freak out. (34 year old male, 18 years experience, 
5.12b follow, 5.12a lead) 
In addition, climbers do not appear to increase the amount of 
assessed risk that they accept as they become more experienced. 
Rather, increased risk in the independent, inherent conditions 
Figure 5: THE RISK THRESHHOLD 
SERIOUS 
CONSEQUENCES: 
MINOR .__ _________________ _ 
UNLIKELY HIGHLY LIKELY 
LIKELIHOOD OF EXPERIENCING NEGATIVE CONSEQUENCES: 
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present in the climb are offset by gains in conditions which are 
dependent on the climber technical knowledge and ability, self-
knowledge, etc. -- that are brought to the climb by the individual. 
I don't think my perceptions have changed; it's just what I do 
has changed. I don't think I was ever any more or less of a 
risk-taker when I was out hiking. At that time I had my margin 
of safety that I would push, and I stayed within it, though. 
and as I got into climbing .... My perceptions haven't really 
changed. The abilities to judge it have changed. (34 year old 
male, 16 years experience, 5.lOd follow, 5.lOa lead) 
An exception to this (i.e., taking on increased risk that is 
not offset by gains in independent conditions) exists when the climb-
er feels she is climbing well below her risk threshhold, and as a 
result, has a large "cushion". This cushion may be the result sever-
al possibilities. First, it may be the climb is of low technical 
difficulty and has few variables that require her attention, which 
she feels decreases the likelihood of a mistake. If she is climbing 
toproped in a gym, there is little that requires her attention beyond 
correctly tying in to her harness and the abilities of her belayer. 
As a result, she is more likely to feel comfortable attempting a 
route that is very difficult for her. Another, more powerful, illu-
stration of this concept may be found in an interview of John Bachar, 
a world class climber famous for the high standard and quantity of 
his free solo climbs. The following is his response to those who 
would say he is crazy, or has a death wish: 
Actually, I'm a conservative climber. Yeah, chicken. I'm 
always operating way below my level of ability. That's what I 
call the cushion. I hate feeling like I'm thrashing around up 
there. If I can't do it with control, I'll back off. I'm 
really a chicken. (Bachar, as quoted by Boga, 1988, p. 2-3) 
A second possible explanation for this cushion is that the 
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climber may feel she has a high degree of choice, and in the event of 
a mistake will have options open to her -- leaving her more room for 
error. Climbing a route on a well pocketed or heavily featured rock 
wall in a popular area is much different than climbing a commiting 
route in a wilderness setting. 
Finally she may feel there is a low degree of exposure, few 
objective hazards, or excellent protection. This makes the serious-
ness of the probable consequences minor and, as a result, higher 
likelihoods for failure are more acceptable. Most climbers are much 
more willing to push their limits on a sport route protected by 
three-eighths inch stainless steel bolts than they are on a tradi-
tional route in an alpine setting, where they are placing their own 
gear for protection: "There is not that big of a risk in a sport 
climbing arena, where there is a much higher risk ... on an alpine 
route" (36 year old male, 19 years experience, 5.12a lead). 
Several interview subjects felt that this last form of cushion 
was one likely explanation for the huge increase in the popularity of 
rock climbing. The following is an explanation offered by one 
experienced climber: 
If you think about the fact that if risk is a the motivating 
factor, why then would climbing gyms have exploded in popular-
ity? Because climbing gyms are safe! Or perceived to be 
safe - perceived to have little or no risk. And that's why 
climbing has exploded in popularity. (28 year old female, 8 
years experience, 5.llb follow, 5.lOa lead) 
The role of emotions 
The activity of climbing generates an intensity of emotions 
that become a valuable part of the experience for the climber: 
I think the intensity of rock climbing ... is something that's 
absent, in a lot of ways, from ordinary life. (18 year old 
male, 3 years experience, 5.lld follow, 5.llc lead} 
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I don't think there's anything that can replace the feelings 
you can get from climbing. I don't know that there's a source 
for those anywhere else. (19 year old female, 2 years exper-
ience, 5.12b follow, 5.llc lead) 
It's very immediate. Your actions, whether your breathing or 
not, how afraid you are, translates immediately into success or 
failure, pleasure or non-pleasure .... The intensity of the 
feelings involved -- the fear of taking a long fall, or when 
your partner is very afraid or in a bad situation - and the 
life and death immediacy of it makes it very intense for me. 
(35 year old male, 5 years experience, 5.12b follow, 5.lld 
lead) 
[Risk] brings that forced focus of concentration that we talked 
about. And the forced focus of concentration is an incredible 
here and now thing .... I mean, we can talk about all these 
stories and stuff, but when you're here and now, there's some-
thing that's really special, really intense, really deep, 
really esoteric, you know. I mean, it's like there's only one 
moment and you've captured that moment! And to capture that 
moment, and just to -- whether you record that moment in your 
memory -- there's something special about it. (41 year old 
male, 25 years experience, 5.12d lead, 5.11 free solo) 
It's the idea that there's very high stakes, and a very small 
margin for error in your judgement, in your abilities, every-
thing concerned with the climb. Very small margin for error, 
very high stakes if you're wrong -- and yet you're right! 
That's the rush! -- in seeing that line and calling the line, 
and doing it as you called it. (34 year old male, 16 years 
experience, 5.lOd follow, 5.lOa lead) 
It's a full contact experience .... It's a gestalt principal of 
the contact-withdrawal cycle -- that if you make full contact 
with something completely, it's satisfying. It's when you 
don't have full contact with it that it's not satisfying. 
You're thinking about this other thing over there. {43 year 
old female, 6 years experience, 5.lla follow, 5.lOa lead) 
Echoes of many of the quotes from interview subjects above can 
be found in climbing literature, in interviews with famous climbers: 
Part of the challenge of climbing is the mental position it 
puts you in to make judgements and decisions that not only 
determine your own safety, but other people's safety. You're 
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exercising your mental capabilities at a high level of stress 
for fairly high stakes, and when you make the right judgements 
and you do the right things, that is really satisfying. (Jack 
Tackle, as quoted in Gardiner, 1990, p. 43} 
If you fall and the rope catches you, you certainly have a 
moment of fear and it drives it home. Maybe what we want is to 
have the fact that we are alive driven home to us .... You're 
not going through a day-to-day, mundane existence. It cracks 
you open. It jolts you. It gives you fear. Fear is a very 
distilled emotion. It's pure. It's like love. When it 
happens, it's an eye-opener. (Scott Heywood, as quoted in 
Gardiner, p. 7) 
These emotions experienced in climbing can be a reaction to the 
results or consequences of a climb, or a result of the climber's per-
ceptions during the climb itself. In either case, emotions can have 
an impact on all levels of risk assessment. Typical emotions iden-
tified by study subjects are found in Table 3. The negative emotions 
on the left detract from the climbing experience by increasing mental 
risk; and may even serve to increase actual risk by interfereing with 
the participants ability to accurately assess the situation. 
Emotions on the right side of the table are seen as positive and 
reinforcing. The experiencing of these positive emotions may become 
a sought after goal in future climbing situations. 
Table 3: EMOTIONS IN CLIMBING 
NEGATIVE: 
- active fear (being scared} 
- out of control (feeling 
'wigged out' } 
- uncertainty 
- frustration 
- competition/peer pressure 
- cockiness/overconfidence 
POSITIVE: 
- background fear (provides moti-
vation to make good decisions} 
- thrill/exhilaration 
- confidence 







The climber's perception of risk versus the general publics' percep-
tions. 
As a group, climbers tend to feel misunderstood by the general 
public. The perception among most climbers is that they are seen by 
outsiders in one of two ways: either as foolish and incapable of 
seeing and admitting to the risk inherent in their chosen lifestyle, 
or, less corrunonly, as the subject of admiration and a sort of hero 
worship. These misperceptions are felt to be the result of the 
following factors: a lack of knowledge and understanding of the 
sport, a lack of experience in the sport which could provide the 
context for understanding, a focus on negative outcomes and conse-
quences that is reinforced by the news media and leads to a stereo-
type of the sport as dangerous, and a general potrayal in the media 
which hypes the thrill-seeking and high-risk aspects of the sport. 
You know, maybe the public just thinks climbers take involun-
tary risks; that we just go blindly or something. (29 year old 
male, 15 years experience, 5.13a lead) 
When I began climbing .... It just seemed dangerous, you know, 
because that's how people see it in society - as a dangerous 
sport. And so I kind of went along with that; thinking it was 
dangerous. But then as I grew to learn more about it, I rea-
lized that, if you're smart about it, it doesn't have to be 
that dangerous. (19 year old female, 2 years experience, 5.12b 
follow, 5.llc lead) 
I guess what I'm trying to get at there is that the public may 
not understand that the other risks are being reduced. They 
only see the building [of risk] , and not the decrease of risk. 
(28 year old female, 8 years experience, 5.llb follow, 5.lla 
lead) 
How do you describe [the benefits of climbing] to someone who 
hasn't done it? (34 year old climber, 16 years experience, 
5.lOd follow, 5.lOa lead) 
One climber voiced concern over the motivations of researchers 
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examining climbing and other high-risk sports: 
I think people worry too much about why people do things. You 
know, instead of taking the experience as a whole - the whole 
shebang, everything that encompasses it: the weather, the smell 
of the air, what you had for breakfast ... they like to dissect 
it up and try to find reasons for it instead of just appreciat-
ing the fact that it just is. I mean, it might be a little 
metaphysical, but ... I guess it kind of bothers me when people 
are willing to dissect an experience like that, when they've 
never even done it. (23 year old female, 2 years experience, 
5.lld follow, 5.lOd lead) 
Because their safety requires that they be aware of conditions 
which may present risk and that they be able to assess risk with a 
fairly high degree of accuracy, many climbers share the perception 
that their awareness and understanding of risk is heightened and per-
haps superior to the average person's on the street. 
I wouldn't say that there's not much risk in society, but I 
think the perception of risk has been dulled enough, so much, 
that we don't see it. And with climbing it's clear. (28 year 
old female, 8 years experience, 5.llb follow, 5.lOa lead) 
In light of their experience, climbers do not perceive risk in 
the definitive, black and white terms that they may believe the 
general public does; where some endeavors, such as climbing, are seen 
as too risky and others are seen as safe. Rather, they see risk as 
something that is present in relative amounts in any endeavor. 
Can you completely eliminate risk when you're running down a 
busy road?... Can you completely eliminate risk when you drive 
a car? ... It's a relative thing. You make it as safe as possi-
ble and then you accept the risk that is inevitable with day to 
day living. (23 year old female, 2 years experience, 5.lld 
follow, 5.lOd lead) 
There's a level of risk in [driving a car], but I think that 
people are willing to take a certain amount of risk without 
giving it too much consideration. (23 year old female, 4 years 
experience, 5.lOc follow) 
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Formal member checks and subject feedback 
When a summary of the study results was presented through 
formal member checks, overall feedback on the emergent theory was 
very positive. Particular strengths noted by interview subjects were 
the differentiation of the three levels of risk, the importance of 
awareness of the conditions that determine risk and how they are 
interrelated, the ongoing process of risk assessment that takes place 
on both the micro level and the macro level, and the concept of a 
relatively stable risk treshhold that does not shift with experience. 
Some of the cormnents shared by participants appear below: 
It seems to me that a lot of it hit true .... I never really 
would have considered risk a goal, and certainly when I thought 
of it, I never would have thought of risk as you presented it. 
But after being presented with your summary, it made sense .... 
Seeing the chart on risk threshhold most clearly defined the 
role of risk in climbing - that for the individual the risk 
threshhold doesn't change, even though perception of the public 
may be that it does. (34 year old male, 16 years experience, 
5.lOd follow, 5.lOa lead) 
I thought that everything you offered made a lot of sense .... 
I like the fact that you acknowledge that there are different 
levels of awareness, and being ignorant of some conditions can 
affect your perception of risk. (23 year old female, 2 years 
experience, 5.lld follow, 5.lOd lead) 
I thought it was a fairly comprehensive study .... It sheds 
some light on why and how climbers assess risk. You're learn-
ing something about the human condition too. That's kind of 
exciting to me. (41 year old male, 25 years experience, 5.12d 
lead, 5.11 free solo) 
One study participants (the climber last quoted above) saw the 
results of the present study as quite useful, and has incorporated 
the processes described here into an Eastern philosophy wheel that 
can be offered to climbers as a means of generating insight into one 
possible way of viewing the climbing experience (see Appendix E). 
Answering the research questions 
The research questions stated at the outset of the study are 
individually addressed below: 
1. How do rock climbers perceive risk as it relates to their 
climbing? 
Climbers perceive risk as operating on three levels: actual, 
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assessed, and mental risk. The level of actual risk in any climbing 
situation is unknown. Climbers base their decisions to accept or 
reject risk on their best assessment of that level of risk. This 
rational assessment of risk can and frequently is modified by mental 
risk -- an irrational, visceral reaction to the climbing situation. 
Climbers seek to reduce or mitigate their exposure to what they 
assess to be the actual risks in any climbing situation. Mental 
risk, however, may play a role in providing the climber with an 
adrenaline rush or increased focus. Many climbers seek to eliminate 
the gap between mental risk and assessed risk, so that any decisions 
they make in regard to the acceptance or rejection of risk is based 
purely on what they believe to be a rational decision. 
2. Do rock climbers actively seek to manage risk; and if so, 
what impact does this risk management have on their moti-
vation and participation in climbing, as well as on their 
overall perception of the risks associated with climbing? 
Climbers do actively seek to manage the amount of risk to which 
they allow themselves to be exposed. As previously stated, it is a 
goal of climbers to mitigate their exposure to actual risk. This is 
not to say they never climb more dangerous routes! Increased risk 
found in the independent conditions present in the climb are offset 
by decreased risk in climber dependent conditions brought to the 
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climb by the individual. In this regard, what the public perceives 
as increased risk-taking is viewed by the climber as still within his 
risk threshold. The sense of empowerment that comes from bringing 
individual skills and abilities to a difficult climb and successfully 
using them to offset risky conditions and objective hazards can 
become a powerful motivating factor, as can the demonstration of 
mental control when the perceived risk experienced by the individual 
is great. On the other hand, if a climber is led to believe that he 
has frequently misjudged conditions or made inaccurate assessments, 
then motivation to climb may be reduced -- though this scenario does 
not appear to be a common one. The management of risk, then, does 
seem to play a role in motivation and how climbers perceive the risks 
they take. 
3. Do climbers' perceptions of risk, and the ways they manage 
it, change with experience? 
The climber's perceptions of his own personal risk thresholds, 
the level of risk to which he allows himself to be exposed, remains 
stable and does not shift with experience. The way he manages risk, 
however, can change dramatically. Experience invariably increases 
the individual's awareness of the variety of conditions which can 
influence the level of actual risk. Increased awareness results in 
more accurate assessment and better management of risk. In most 
instances this means better mitigation of or reduced exposure to -
- actual risk. What appears to outsiders as the climber becoming 
more conservative, or, conversely, increasing the risks he takes is 
merely the influence of heightened awareness and increased skills on 
the individual climber's assessment of the level of actual risk. 
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Discussion 
The use of grounded theory in the present study 
The use of grounded theory allowed this author to think syste-
matically about the interview data and relate what was said by 
various study participants in very complex ways, so that the emergent 
model could accurately reflect the varied views of different study 
participants. Initial categories generated by analysis of early 
interviews were modified and recategorized as later analysis revealed 
stronger relationships. In particular, the use of the paradigm model 
outlined by Strauss and Corbin (1990) as an organizational method 
made it possible to create a model describing a process of risk 
awareness, assessment, acceptance, mitigation, consequences and 
reassessment. 
Risk's role in climbing 
Risk as a motivating factor. Actual and assessed risk does not 
appear to be a goal or motivating factor for climbers. Most climbers 
are leary of the thrill-seeking label because of the impression it 
gives that they are seeking to increase the amount of actual risk 
they allow themselves to be exposed to, when in reality they seek to 
reduce risk until it is below their risk threshhold. Climbers may or 
may not be motivated by mental risk or the perception of risk. In 
controlled amounts, it may provide a thrill or "adrenaline rush" that 
brings about a heightened awareness. For many climbers it provides a 
mental challenge to be overcome. In all such cases, however, it is 
the perception of risk that is sought, and generally not an increase 
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in the level of assessed risk, which might result in the situation 
exceeding the climber's risk threshold and the subsequent rejection 
of risk. 
It should be noted, however, that the absence of risk would 
change climbing for the vast majority of climbers, and in most cases 
would affect their motivation. When asked how they would feel if 
climbing was to be made one-hundred percent risk free, interview 
subjects gave the following responses: 
What I would miss in the loss of risk, in the lack of risk, 
would be the pleasure I get after I have faced danger. (43 
year old female, 6 years experience, 5.lla follow, 5.lOa lead} 
I think I would still be as motivated to climb .... In some 
aspect I think it would allow me to improve my climbing ability 
a lot more because I'm not weighing the risk .... If there's no 
risk involved, I would have been leading from day one! Yeah, I 
think I'd keep climbing. It would be a different kind of 
challenge, I think. (23 year old female, 4 years experience, 
5.lOc follow, no lead experience) 
I think there definitely needs to be the element of a [chance 
of a] fall .... I think it causes you to be even more focused 
When you're climbing at your hardest, so much of it is 
mental. (29 year old male, 15 years experience, 5.13a lead} 
[Risk] sort of seems a necessary thing, because I kind of have 
to get over that hurdle of fear to be totally focused. And 
that's when I'm really enjoying it, when I'm climbing at my, 
you know, towards the limit of my abilities without any fear. 
I'm moving kind of fluidly and maintaining my focus. So I 
think ... it has to be there. (29 year old male, 7 years 
experience, 5.11 follow, 5.lOc lead) 
Yeah, because for some reason that I don't fully understand, 
risk is a part of the flow experience. That fully embodied 
optimal level of challenge without being too frustrated does 
involve a level of risk, for me. I have more pleasure in those 
kinds of activities. (35 year old male, 5 years experience, 
5.12b follow, 5.lld lead} 
They probably wouldn't do it if there was no risk factor at 
all. I mean, people do a lot of that are ... risk free, but 
those are basic things, and they probably aren't having a lot 
of fun at it. But a lot of people who have ever experienced an 
adrenaline, or a rush of any kind, will generally find that 
risk had a lot to do with it. (15 year old male, 2 years 
experience, 5.lld follow, 5.llc lead) 
Reinhold Messner, the first man to climb all fourteen of the 
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world's eight-thousand meter peaks, also talks of the necessary role 
of risk in the experience of climbing: 
Without danger of death, climbing is no longer climbing. I'm 
not seeking death on the climb - exactly the opposite - I'm 
trying to survive. But it's very easy to survive if there's no 
danger of death. Climbing is the art of surviving in very 
difficult situations that involve the the danger of death. And 
the best climber is not the one who does a crazy thing once or 
twice and dies the second time. The best climber is the one 
who does many things on the highest level and survives. (as 
quoted in O'Connell, 1993, p.22) 
One of the climbers interviewed addressed a theme that is 
closely echoed in interviews with famous climbers: 
I probably wouldn't be as motivated to climb if there wasn't 
some risk involved .... There's something to do with the possi-
bility of death that makes you see more clearly what life is, 
and what it has to offer; and what the joys of life are. (29 
year old male, 15 years experience, 5.13a lead) 
A life without risks is hardly a life worth living. Taking 
risks reaffirms the joy of living. Everytime I've taken a risk 
I've come out of it with a stronger feeling about being alive. 
It's that reaffirmation that makes climbing so refreshing, so 
rejuvinating. Living on the edge -- the narrow line between 
life and death -- it improves everything in life. And as we 
say in climbing: "The higher you get, the higher you get." 
(Peter Hackett, M.D., as quoted in Boga, 1988, p. 93-94) 
It's unfortunate that mountaineering lingers on the fine edge 
of tragedy, but it does. I suppose that's one of the excite-
ments of it. I've always felt that a person who lived a little 
bit close to the edge lived a little bit more aware. You have 
heightened awareness at those times and are more aware of how 
good life is and appreciate life more than someone who hasn't 
experienced the delicate nature of it. (Jim Whittaker, as 
quoted in Gardiner, 1990, p. 13-14) 
It should be obvious from the preceding quotes that one cannot 
merely dismiss risk by saying it is not a motivating factor. Yet it 
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is also clear that climbers seek to mitigate and minimize their 
exposure to actual risk. The only exception to this appears to be 
when climbers feel they are well within their risk threshold when 
they feel they have a large "cushion". 
Risk as a defining element in climbing. If one looks at the 
goals of climbers (adventure, challenge, exposure, etc.), the process 
of risk awareness, assessment, acceptance, and mitigation, and the 
types of outcomes or consequences valued by climbers it becomes read-
ily apparent that while risk by itself is not a goal or motivating 
factor, it certainly should be considered one of the defining ele-
ments that gives meaning to many parts of the climbing experience 
although study participants were all careful to point out that it is 
only one of the things that gives meaning to the goals and outcomes 
of climbing. This sentiment is shared by those relatively new to the 
sport and those who have achieved great recognition: 
How can you have the decision making and the responsibility if 
you did not have the risk? .... If there is no risk, there is no 
point to take responsibility .... How can you take responsi-
bility if there is not something to lose if you do not? (23 
year old female, 2 years experience, 5.lld follow, 5.lOd lead) 
It's like standing on the edge and having to control these 
factors that have a very critical outcome. If there's a big 
net down there, it just isn't the same. You don't want to get 
in that situation, but when you see the monster coming up, you 
deal with it. If we all lived forever, I don't know that 
people would bother going climbing. Think of climbing if you 
had wings. How interesting would that be? (Beverly Johnson, 
as quoted in Gardiner, 1990, p. 93) 
I define aesthetics through risk. I define my aesthetic line 
as being well protected.... I never really thought about the 
fact that I might define what I do [through risk] . All these 
other things I think are the real reasons I would climb, but 
they're all based upon -- I mean, it could be the risk. (29 
year old male, 7 years experience, 5.11 follow, 5.lOc lead) 
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Similarities to Robinson's model of Enduring Involvement 
The Risk Processing Model described here shows marked similar-
ities to the model of Enduring Risk Recreation Involvement proposed 
by Robinson (1992). As can be seen in Figure 6, the first stage in 
Robinson's model is attraction, which is listed as seeking and coping 
with risk. This closely aligns with the goals of challenge and 
exposure, and the positive consequences of competence and empower-
ment presented here. The second stage of cognitive appraisal can be 
directly compared to risk awareness and assessment. Perceived risk 
and perceived competence are comprised of the dependent and indepen-
dent conditions present in any climbing situation. Anticipation of 
the Outcome in the Risk Recreation Model is analogous to assessed 
risk in the Risk Processing Model. Stage three (Approach/Withdrawal) 
and the Acceptance/Rejection of risk should obviously be considered 
one in the same. Performance experience in stage four leads to 
Intense Task Involvement and Cognitive and Affective Arousal. These 
concepts can be found in the present study as focus, concentration, 
mental control, and intensity of emotions. 
Both models present a process that is ongoing and includes 
continual reassessment and reevaluation of the risks present in a 
given situation and a subsequent decision to accept or reject risk. 
While Robinson's model ~as developed to explain the phenomenon of 
enduring involvement in high-risk sports, the present model seeks 
mainly to explain how risk is processed in individual climbing 
situations and its immediate impact on the acceptance or rejection of 
risk. The Risk Processing Model can still be used, however, to 
Figure 6: THE RISK RECREATION MODEL 
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explain the level of ongoing involvement for individual participants. 
The models are also seperated by their treatment of risk 
itself. While the Risk Recreation Model treats risk as something 
that is evaluated cognitively [rationally?] -- assessed risk in the 
current study -- it does not account for the the irrational and 
visceral reaction that can be generated in an individual even when 
cognitive assessment says that the situation should be safe. The 
present model, by differentiating between assessed risk and mental or 
perceived risk, offers a starting point for explaining how less 
rational fears, such as an innate fear of falling, can impact the 
acceptance or rejection of risk. 
Personality predisposition vs. intrinsic motivation 
The collected interview data and the emergent model of risk 
processing presented here both lend support to and find support in 
either of the two frameworks that have been used to explain high-risk 
sport participation. The fact that individual climbers have a 
relatively stable risk threshold that does not change with exper-
ience would argue for a degree of genetic determination. This is 
supported by recent research, which has found a specific genetic 
locus -- the D4 dopamine receptor gene on the short arm of chromosome 
11 -- that accounts for approximately ten percent of the genetic 
variation in trait Novelty Seeking (Cloninger, 1996). To at least 
some extent, Zuckerman may have been right in contending that, 
through research in genetics, questions about the failure of 
personality predisposition models to prove causality would be made 
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unimportant. 
On the other hand, the nature of the goals sought through 
climbing -- adventure, challenge, movement, aesthetics, relation-
ships, and meditation -- and the types of positive consequences 
achieved as a result of climbing, such as self-relience, fulfillment, 
identity, empowerment and self-efficacy, all would suggest strongly 
that high-risk sport participation is goal-directed and the result of 
intrinsic motivation. It might also be argued that, were high-risk 
sport participation to be the product of personality predisposition, 
we should not see the wide variety of levels of risk engagement that 
we do among individual participants. In particular, while it could 
be argued that the process of risk assessment allows climbers to seek 
engagement at their own genetically predetermined level, we should 
not find individuals who claim to be highly risk avoidant entering 
what is widely perceived as a dangerous sport -- let alone partici-
pating on an enduring level. Finally, the ability of climbers, even 
those relatively new to the sport, to articulate their experiences on 
a deep level certainly does argue for a more cognitive explanation of 
motivation than personality predisposition could provide. 
Direction for further study 
It is the contention of this author that, if the well-being of 
the individual participant in high risk sports is the primary concern 
of the researcher and health educator, questions of one motivational 
model versus the other become unimportant -- although for different 
reasons than Zuckerman suggests. Regardless of motivation, both 
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research (Darst & Armstrong, 1980; Ewert, 1989) and casual observa-
tion show increasing numbers of people participating in high-risk 
sports. Knowledge of what motivates these participants, while inter-
esting to discuss, has little or no impact on their safety; examining 
the process by which risk is percieved and assessed does. Whether 
individuals have a personality predisposition for thrill seeking or 
they are goal directed and intrinsically motivated, they still are 
participating in the sport. 
A more complete understanding of the process of risk awareness, 
assessment, and acceptance might allow health educators, guide ser-
vices, and climbing gyms to provide better instruction, as well as 
opportunities to raise individual awareness of all the conditions 
present in a climb which serve to increase risk. Currently, the 
rapid growth of sport climbing and the rock climbing gym boom have 
provided new participants with easy access to the sport; but at a 
trade off, as individual attention in instruction and the depth and 
breadth of that instruction may be reduced. This idea is not lost on 
experienced climbers: 
And they think, just because so many people are doing it, it's 
such a safe environment. When in actuality, it is a very safe 
environment if you know what you're doing and if you follow all 
the correct rules... And there's so many people that don't. 
And they don't even know any better! (27 year old male, 7 
years experience, 5.13a lead) 
Robinson (1992) realizes the management implications implica-
tions of such safety issues and suggests the following guidelines for 
instruction: 
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Due to safety considerations, the novice risk participant re-
quires a highly structured activity setting with appropriately 
low levels of controlled risk. As procedural and declarative 
knowledge increase, such that risk and competencies are accu-
rately perceived, the risk recreationist should be directed to 
independently seek out tasks of intermediate risk and moderate 
difficulty (i.e. - those which optimally balance competencies 
and demands) .... it is suggested that the recreation profes-
sional, by developing an understanding of this process [of 
enduring risk recreation involvement] and, equally important, 
by making participants themselves aware of this process, may be 
more effective in providing appropriate recreation opportu-
nities to satisfy the desires, and enhance the personal growth 
of their clients or wards. (p. 61) 
Future research can be of the most benefit to climbers and 
other participants in high-risk sports if it seeks to examine how 
those individuals process and evaluate risk. Robinson's (1992) model 
of Enduring Risk Recreation Involvement and the model presented here 
are suggested as a useful starting points. 
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Summary 
A model for the processing of risk in high-risk sports has been 
presented in which risk is perceived by the participant as operating 
on three levels: actual risk, assessed risk, and mental or perceived 
risk. Actual and assessed risk do not appear to be goals of the 
climbers interviewed, but do provide meaning to decisions, as well as 
defining limits or boundaries. Mental or perceived risk serves to 
provide a mental challenge to be overcome by the climber, and may 
provide a thrill or "adrenaline rush" that is sought out by some par-
ticipants. The elimination of risk would change most participants' 
perceptions of climbing. Motivation would be negatively affected in 
most cases. 
The process of risk awareness, assessment, acceptance, mitiga-
tion, results, and consequences described here is situation specific. 
The perception and assessment of risk varies from individual to 
individual, as well as across time. Individual climbers (and one 
would assume all high-risk sport participants) have a well-defined 
risk threshold, a point at which the risk to which they expose them-
selves becomes too great and the decision will be made to reject 
risk. This threshold is stable and does not shift as the result of 
experience. 
It is suggested that future research which focuses on the 
process by which risk is identified, evaluated, and accepted or 
rejected by high-risk sport participants, will more likely yield 
theories that can have a positive impact on the safety of the 
participant. 
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It's a thrill to be able to walk up to a rock face and live to 
enjoy the physical experience, to enjoy the mental experience, 
to enjoy the beauty up there, and to overcome the risk, because 
not many people do it. If you take risk from the setting, any 
other person could do it .... The more I think about it, risk 
is one of the things. And it is only one of them. It's one of 
the many things that go into separating climbing from other 
sports. And I think it's one of the things that makes it so 
attractive. If you can get it elsewhere in life, where is it? 
I don't know of any other activity, that I've known people to 
be so addicted to it .... (34 year old male, 16 years exper-
ience, 5.10d follow, 5.10a lead) 
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APPENDIX A 
Volunteer Subject Request Form 
Fellow rock-jocks, hone-masters, and just plain climbing rag 
droolers! 
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I am conducting a study on motivation and perception in rock climbing 
and am looking for interview subjects who are willing to share about 
their experiences/exploits on the rock. The focus of the interview 
will be on what really gets you salivatin' to put your fingers and 
the sticky rubber to stone, the roles that you feel these fine and 
various motivating factors play in your climbing, and how they may 
have changed through the years (or months, if you're a young pup)! 
I'll buy the java (or whatever helps the stories flow) and provide 
the tape recorder; you provide the thoughtful and insightful conver-
sation. The interviews should be approximately ninety minutes in 
length and can be conducted in a place of your choosing. Researchers 
haven't shown they understand us yet, so help me clear up the 
misperceptions! 
If you would be interested in being a part of this study, please fill 
out the info below, detach it and stuff it through the slot. I'll 
send additional beta on the study through the mail within two weeks, 
and then phone you a few days later to schedule an interview time and 
meeting place. I appreciate the assistance! 
Sincerely, 
Ron Baglien 
Dept. of Public Health Education 
Portland State University 
Name (pleas print) 
Address 
City State 
Phone (home) (work) 
Additional Info: Age Sex 
Years of rock climbing experience 
Highest grade climbed (Yosemite Scale) 





1. Age: 2. Sex: 
3. Years of climbing experience: 
4. Ave. number of days you climb each year: 
5. Highest grade climbed (Yosemite Scale): 
6. Highest grade climbed on lead: 
Interview Questions 
1. How did you first become involved in rock climbing? 
2. What was it about rock climbing that was initially appealing 
to you and made you want to be a part of the sport? 
3. Tell me about one of your most memorable rock climbing 
experiences: 
4. What was it that made this particular experience stand out from 
the others? 
5. How has climbing changed for you since you first started? 
6. What things have influenced these changes? 
7. Why do you climb? What is your motivation for climbing? 
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8. For you, what kinds of risk does climbing involve? What are your 
perceptions of risk as it relates to your climbing? 
9. Have these perceptions changed over time? What influenced these 
changes? 
10. Describe an experience you have had while climbing when you were 
very aware of risk: What were you thinking at the time? How 
were you feeling? 
11. How did this experience change the way you view and approach 
climbing? 
12. What role do you feel risk plays in your climbing (if any)? 
13. If you could have have of the positive elements of climbing that 
you have mentioned, but have it be 100% risk free, would climbing 
be the same for you? How would it (climbing being risk free) 
affect your motivation to climb? 
13. We all have friends and family who are not climbers. How do they 
react to your being a rock-climber? 
14. If their reaction is a negative one, what do you say to them? 
15. 
How do you justify or explain to them what climbing means to you? 
Theories about why people climb or participate in 
sports all assign a very prominent role to risk. 
why this might be the case? What is your reaction 
nence place on risk in the by these theories? 
other high-risk 
Can you explain 
to the promi-
APPENDIX C 
Letter to Interview Subjects 
Dear 
Thank you for your interest and willingness to be an interview 
subject for my study on motivation and perception in rock climbing. 
I will be contacting you by phone on or before ~-/~-/~- in order 
to set up a time and place to conduct the interview. 
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In the mean time, please take the time to read and sign the enclosed 
"informed consent form" and plan on bringing it to the interview. 
Also, be thinking about where you would like the interview to take 
place; keeping in mind that the location should be one that will 
allow the interview to be taped for transcription (no high decibel 
background noise). 
If you have any questions regarding the upcoming interview or the 
enclosed informed consent form, please feel free to contact me at the 
phone number listed below. 
Thanks again for all your help and cooperation! 
Sincerely, 
Ron Baglien 
Dept. of Public Health Education 




Informed Consent Form 
I, , agree to take part in this 
research project on motivation and perception in rock climbing being 
conducted by Ron Baglien. 
I understand that this study involves my being asked to openly 
answer questions and share opinions on the research topic during a 
ninety minute (approximate time} interview. The researcher (Ron 
Baglien} will conduct an informal member check at the conclusion of 
the interview to ensure clarity in his understanding of my views as 
expressed in the interview. I understand that the entire interview 
will be taped for the purpose of transcription. I further understand 
that Ron Baglien will be contacting me to request my participation in 
a focus group with other interview subjects as part of a formal mem-
ber check at the conclusion of his research. Ron Baglien has told me 
that the purpose of this study is to examine the roles played by 
certain elements of the rock climbing experience, including intro-
duction to the sport, level of experience, social factors, risk 
factors, and memorable "peak" experiences. Specifically, he will be 
seeking to identify how these elements may modify the perceptions, 
motivations and participation of the climber. 
I may not recieve any direct benefit from this study. But the 
study may help to increase knowledge that may help others in the 
future. 
Ron Baglien has offered to answer any questions I have about 
the study and what I am expected to do. 
He has promised that all information I give will be kept 
confidential to the extent permitted by law and that the names of all 
people in the study will be kept confidential. Interview subjects 
will be identified in the research by age, sex, climbing ability and 
experience only. 
I understand that my participation in this study is entirely 
voluntary and I am free to terminate the interview and my partici-
pation in the study at any time. 
I have read and understand the above information and agree to 
take part in this study. 
Date: Signature: 
If you have questions or concerns about this study, please contact 
Milan Svoboda, Chairman, Department of Public Health Education, 
Portland State University, (503) 725-4401 or the Chair of the Human 
Subjects Research Review Committee, Office of Research and Sponsored 
Projects, 105 Neuberger Hall, Portland State University, 
(503) 725-3417. 
APPENDIX E 
R Climber's Perspective 
Rn Introspection of the Extreme Athlete 
[Tllis chart cavers a broa• perspeclin of • ris• sparrs: ts wel as oilier more traditional athletic pursuilSJ 
l'.\ental control can have a pasitive effect upan .an 
event. One can psyche one's self up for .an .adrena-
line rush in hipes of an.Uning increased perfor-
mance .. Mental endurance and focus play a vital 
part in overcoming barriers .and succesafully ra.ch-
ing one's goals. Team effort, attitude, .and compan-
ionship can have a positive empact on the outcome 
of the event .a.a well. The t-.n doesn't 
In dimbing, martial arts, whitewater sports or 
other athletic events, there are physical limitations. 
need to set new records to 
win-it is the unifying 
experience of the 
event itself the 
.,, 
The endurance. musde strength .and abaities of 
the athlete may not be up to the requirements of 
the event. Any equipment used may help the par-
ticipant exceed physical and mental barriers that 
previously had restricted the attainment of desired 
goals. Through discipline and condi-
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relate da.ely to 
the elements found in 
affect the event. He or the mental .and .aaaeu-~~.,, JiiEpi !! 'Ii 
U .J!J CD C ~ 
she must intellectwJly .and J ment categories of the chart. A 
intuitively make &<:curate judgements variety of emotional f.actors may affect 
the participant's enjoyment of the event, u well .a.a 
influencing both the outcome of the event .and the 
athlete's perceptions of that outcome. Heightened 
in order to achieve maximum performance. M.uiy 
times hidden variables or unseen objectve hazards 
will alter the course of the event. Accurate -
ment allows the extreme athlete to accept the risks 
inherent in ea.ch individual event on an informed. 
calculated and voluntaiy b.aais. 
R9ildillg the- Chart-in a~iti(fiir.dHCtMang ord• 
may not QiWI trus /»f'SPfldiw. A oombflr d lems n any 
cat9g01y may alt9ct th& outcom9 d tlle- ewnt. 
awareneu. meditation, emotional intelleigence. self 
releiance, a sense of challenge. peer preuure. and 
fear all play a role u the particip.ant .analyzes hia or 
her experience before, during and after the event. 
Ultimately these emotional £actors impact the ath-
lete's dedication to .and love of their cha.en sport. 
T he circular climber's perspective chart lists a variety of factors that have an effect on the outcome of an athletic event and how the experience is perceived by the participant. The factors are divided into four 
· categories. They are meant to represent the spectnim of mental, physical; emotional and assessment 
challenges the participant experiences in seeking to attain peak performance. Whether the athlete partici-
pates as an individual (soloist) or a.s a part of a team, balancing mental and physical barriers against the skills 
and abilities of the participant(s) is critical to the achievement of successful outcomes. The athlete's long term 
training and dedication will be rewarded if his or her perception and assessment brings them into the closest 
balance with their skills and abilities. Bob~ 
~'°'Ron Baglien-. MastM'• n-ie on T1le Role Mid PM»tlflon 
ol RiM in High-RIM Spotf9. 
Mt-* by Ron B.,_, 
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